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ARTICLES
Gaza siege also hits disabled people
 

ARTICLE PUBLISHED BY ITALIAN NEWSPAPER "LIBERAZIONE" ON 15TH MAY 2009
 

They worked for years for Israeli companies. For years, they paid their taxes and social insurance contributions in Israel in compliance with Israeli labour and fiscal law. But they also had accidents at work suffering serious and invalidating injuries in Israel's factories, building sites or fields. 

Until the period following the Oslo agreements, more than 80,000 Palestinian workers left Gaza every morning, arriving at the Eretz border crossing at 4 a.m. in order to be on time for work in Israel; they returned to Gaza after 6 p.m. dead tired but ready to start again the next morning. Progressively during these years, Israel closed its border crossings for people and goods, including Gaza workers, who were in part replaced by new poor Jewish immigrants but above all by Asian and Romanian workers.

Today, because of the Israeli siege of the Gaza Strip, more than 5,000 of those Palestinian disabled workers no longer receive their disability allowances: the transfer of insurance payments for invalidating injuries as well as retirement entitlements were stopped in January 2009 because Israeli Banks suspended all their transactions with banks in the Gaza Strip.       

This is another aspect of the siege of Gaza that, for over two years, has continued to stifle the civil population, intimidating them through a collective punishment in which children, women, elderly people and men are deprived of food, fuel, medicines – which are allowed to enter the Strip, through the closed border crossings, only in few days per week and for few hours per day - and in which many hundreds of Palestinian patients have died and continue to die because of the lack of medical care as well as a lack of those permits issued by the Israeli Authorities allowing them to go to hospitals abroad for treatment.  

After the recent ‘Cast Lead’ aggression, that caused the death of more than 1,400 people - mostly civilians and children, and with more than 5,000 Palestinians from the Strip injured by white phosphorus bombs and unconventional arms - this decision represents an umpteenth insult that worsens the ongoing desperate situation of human rights and legality in Gaza. But as the saying goes: there are no limits to the worst. 

And so, the worst has arrived with the news released by the Al-Mezan Center for Human Rights (http://www.mezan.org/en/), reporting that a private Israeli law firm is seeking power-of-attorney for Gaza residents entitled to Israeli national insurance allowances but who cannot receive them because of the siege: these Israeli lawyers would personally manage the transfer of the money but they would demand an undetermined percentage of the insurance allowances.

A practice of clear profiteering, and a fraud.    

A further violation of legality, denounced the Al-Mezan Center that, in cooperation with  Adalah – the Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel - delivered letters to the Director of the Bank of Israel, the Director of the National Insurance Institute of Israel and the Israeli Minister of Finance, demanding the payment of the indemnities owed to disabled Palestinians, and launched a legal campaign through a petition – still to be defined -  to be submitted to the Israeli High Court in order to demand the unconditional transfer of the accrued allowances entitled to Palestinians in the Gaza Strip.

This practice also represents an explicit form of racial discrimination, as affirmed by Al Mezan lawyers, since Israeli counterparts continue to receive their insurance allowances and Palestinians in Gaza have the same right.   

These people are entitled to receive their allowances without any cuts: those workers, in fact, were obliged to pay insurance and taxes from when they took up their work right up to the date of their injury, in the same way as all Israeli workers. 

After they were injured, they submitted requests to the insurance institute to receive their disability allowances in accordance with the Israeli National Insurance Law. Each request was assessed by a medical committee, which approved the nature and the size of the disability allowance and confirmed that it was as a result of a work injury. In some cases, the disability amounted to 100%. Some of these disabled people have been receiving their insurance allowances since 1978. Then, the Bank of Israel decided to suspend all transactions with all banks in the Gaza Strip, including the Bank of Palestine.      

The siege and the closure of Gaza continue and the International Community once again demonstrates its powerlessness and complicity with the illegal policies of the Israeli Government. The International Community cannot operate because it must respect minimal humanitarian rules, and the United Nations continue to denounce the lack of freedom of movement for humanitarian goods: John Ging, UNRWA Director, affirmed that it is not right to define Gaza as an open-air prison since even in prisons there is food. For now, Palestinian disabled people have not received their retirement and insurance allowances and the military occupation and expansion of settlements continues in the West Bank. 

Two hours in hell 

PUBLISHED BY  IL MANIFESTO, 14TH JANUARY

A little bit more than two hours, but it was enough to see the destruction and desperation among people in Gaza. With 8 Members of the European Parliament and one Italian Senator (Democratic Party PD), we are the only political representatives to have entered the Gaza Strip since the beginning of the Israeli attack. 

We entered through the Rafah crossing, thanks to the indispensable collaboration of the UNRWA and of the Egyptian Authorities, and forcing the resolve of those Israelis who had turned down our request. 

Cannons were firing and bombs were falling close to the UN building that we were visiting, despite the fact that there was supposed to be a three-hour truce. A truce that is not respected, just like the UN Security Council's resolution, rejected by Israel and Hamas. 

"Both will declare themselves the winners but it is we who are dying," said a man lying on the floor of a UN centre for refugees.  

Of course Hamas bears its own share of the responsibilities, but the asymmetry is undeniable. For more than 40 years, Israel has continued to occupy and colonize Palestinian lands and population, using military force and violations of humanitarian and international law. In Rafah, I saw human beings stunned by terror, exhausted by insomnia caused by two weeks of hard bombings, of desperate searching for corpses among rubble and suffering from hunger that had already lasted at least as long as the blockade and that before the 'cast lead' operation was already being imposed on the civil population of the Gaza Strip as a form of collective punishment.    

Now they are being attacked by air, by land, by sea; no one and nothing is safe. And it is maybe the first time that bombed people have no place to escape: borders are closed, so they stay there waiting to die. This is what one of them, Raed, told me: "Each time, before trying to sleep, I kiss my wife hoping to be still with her the following day and not to die under the bombs". 

Horror and impunity: the UNRWA school in Jabalya was pinpointed and hit by a missile and it was not Hamas militants who were shooting. 45 civilians were killed there. Morgues are full of corpses and hospitals are full of people burnt by white phosphorus or wounded by DIME weapons, which were already employed in Lebanon - Israel has already admitted this. 

 A doctor told us that patients with chronic illnesses no longer receive care because there are no longer any medicines and there are too many wounded people. In Gaza, dozens of mothers crammed into  one small room with their children were looking at us desperately and the eyes of some were lost in emptiness. They were showing us their children who were still wounded and asking us: ‘Why?'.  

The UNRWA is denouncing the lack of basic goods that are needed. Israel does not permit the necessary flow of aid. But nothing and no one is safe from the Israeli choice to pursue illegality. While Gaza is under bomb attack, at the same time the number of illegal settlers increases in the West Bank and the construction of the Wall continues, confiscating lands and dividing Palestinians from Palestinians. Continuing to keep alive the hope for the right to a State based on '67 borders with Jerusalem as the  shared Capital is becoming more and more difficult. How can we push the International Community to assume its responsibilities? How can we obtain an immediate cease-fire? How to convince Israel that it can't continue violating international law but that it must start to listen to all those voices, within and without, calling for peace, rights and dignity for the Palestinian people, as the only way towards their security? The European Union must have the courage and the coherence to stop upgrading its relations and cooperation with Israel, starting with its military cooperation.     

We, European Parliamentarians, will call for this once again, as well as for a cease-fire from both sides and an International force for the protection of civilians not only in Gaza but in West Bank too. And I also wish that in Italy movements could understand that being united is important and that we must not be in favour of Israel, of Palestine, but for rights and justice. I continue to stand together with those Palestinians and Israelis who are saying "we refuse to be enemies - stop the massacre- stop the occupation" . 

Where has humanity gone? 

Published in NewEurope NEWSPAPER- january

More than 700 Palestinian people killed, including 220 children in less than two weeks of cast lead operation actuated by the Israeli Forces against the Gaza Strip, that means against civil inhabitants, about one million and a half collectively punished by the ongoing Israeli bombing attacks and already devastated  by a total and inhuman siege lasting several months.

Where has humanity gone if this can happen today under our eyes without be able to do anything to stop this massacre, to protect all civilians, to defend human rights and dignity?

Qassam rockets against Israeli civilians are a crime but the blockade of the Strip leading to an enormous and unprecedented humanitarian crisis is a crime too: about 290 Palestinians patients died since June 2007 unable to leave the Strip due to the closure imposed by Israel. Amongst these deaths, 35% are children.

Now, adding to al this, by air, by land and by sea the Gazans are attacked by fire.

Homes, entire buildings, ministries, schools, pharmacies and police stations gutted. Children terrified, hospitals collapsed, medicines nowhere to be found. The Shifa hospital in Gaza city has appealed to the concerned international parties to supply the hospital with morgue fridge units after all its units were crammed with the growing number of bodies. The situation is unbearable. Nothing and nobody are safe from the bombings, also one UNRWA school has been hit killing 45 people in a bash, and no militants were inside shooting rockets, but only refugees and homeless civilians. 

Israel is today -more than ever-  an unpunished Power that can freely broke not only International law, but also abuse all human rights for 'security reasons'. And we International Community and the Quartet, including the EU have permitted this with our silence, with our negligence that means complicity. Yes as European Union we did a lot to support economically the Palestinians, but they need freedom and independence.

Since 1967, Israel has militarily occupied the Palestinian territories: a brutal and colonial occupation. The theft of land; the demolition of houses; checkpoints where Palestinians are treated with contempt, beaten, humiliated; colonies that grow alarmingly, taking over land and water resources, destroying crops. Thousands of political prisoners, who are even denied visits by family members. We have permitted all this not being able to say to the Israeli Governments ‘enough with the impunity, respect legality and human rights, respect the peace negotiations with concrete facts: Stop the occupation, Stop the Settlements, Stop the Gaza Siege’. Europe recognized the necessity of the creation of two States for two people living side by side in peace and security but since now it was not consequent and coherent in implementing this essential goal, opting for an assistance policy instead of a political solution. Aid not justice: exactly the opposite of what Palestinians, but also Israelis and the Peace need.  

Furthermore EU didn't help the dialogue between Fatah and Hamas: it was a big mistake not to recognize the government democratically elected by the Palestinian people, and even more not to recognize the unity government which came out by the effort of the Palestinian prisoners belonging to all the factions, first of all by Marwan Barghouti. We should have helped Hamas to work on a democratic system and to fight the occupation through the non violent resistance. For this, the EU should ask forgiveness to all the victims -Palestinian, Israelis, Lebanese- of this endless tragedy. Of course also the Palestinian leadership has their responsibilities:  the division between Hamas and Fatah have been paid in Gaza and in West Bank by civilians who are now suffering also for the responsibility of the leaderships who are not able to find a stable solution for their unity. And surely Hamas also must assume its responsibilities: launching rockets, generating fear and representing a threat against the Israeli civilian population represents unlawful and criminal actions that are to be condemned and stopped. One death is enough to condemn all violence but we must recognize the asymmetry: since 2002, 20 people have been killed in rocket attacks by Palestinian extremists, too many, but at the same time more than 3,000 Gazans have been killed, including hundreds of children. On the other side, Israeli policies have never truly prevent the radicalization of the conflict by giving a concrete signal of its will of peace nor showing the commitment to achieve a just and shared agreement that would be sustainable and lasting in all the region, and this is the main risk for the State of Israel. We saw it with the recent pogrom by Israeli settlers against Palestinians in Hebron, a ghost city where 120.000 Palestinians people live as hostages of 500 or 600 Israeli settlers protected by thousands of soldiers and paramilitary forces, where more than 800 Palestinian shops were forced to close because of aggressions and where, after years of complicity, backing, connivance by the different governments succeeded at the Head of the State of Israel carrying on a  colonial policy the Israeli settlers' violence exploded attacking Palestinians, uprooting trees, burning homes and mosques.

The ongoing war in Gaza is only the last signal of arrogance by Israeli policies and leadership unable or not interested to be far-seeing in the way of peace: the risks of fuel the conflict, expanding it to the whole area is tangible now, since news already reports about at least two Katyusha rockets fired from Lebanon towards northern Israel, with the suddenly Israel response by shelling Lebanese lands. And the price is and will be always paid by innocents, compelled into a never ending slaughter under the bombs and probably also targeted by unconventional weapons: Israel admitted the use of white phosphorus bombs during war in Lebanon, weapons that causes very painful and often lethal chemical burns, and it is not excluded – as many medical witnesses reported from Gazan hospitals- that they are employed also for the Gaza War, together with Depleted Uranium or Dime (dense inert metal explosive) weapons made with tungsten, the victims might also die from cancers due to the toxicity of tungsten. A complete destruction. Thinking of this and to all the victim of this unjustified and illogical violence, the three hours of lull for 'humanitarian corridor' in the Strip sounds like adding insult to injury, to the butchery, as well as the choice of the official name of this war, "Cast Lead," two words from a children's song about a Hanukkah toy. Humanitarian NGOs call on Israel, Hamas and Palestinian armed groups to observe a full humanitarian truce to respond to the needs of the beleaguered civilian population, since a  truce that lasts for a few hours a day is simply insufficient, too short to address the urgent and massive needs of the civilians suffering heavy casualties, often used as human shields a practice prohibited under the Geneva Conventions and that according to Amnesty International is widely used by both sides of the conflict. My Israeli friends and peace activists now demonstrating against the war and the siege on Gaza, the same people who since many years, day after day, have been repeating that the logical conclusion for an Israeli government seeking peace would have been to make concessions, ending of the occupation, signing of a peace treaty, foundation of the State of Palestine, withdrawal to the 1967 borders, a reasonable solution of the refugee problem, release of all Palestinian prisoners, say today that "logic has little influence on politics" and I completely agree. People often have more gumption than their representatives and each time I go to Palestine and Israel accompanying delegations of MEPs or people of civil society I can meet many extraordinary Israelis and Palestinians struggling together in a non violent way against the occupation and for rights and dignity for all, representing a culture able to destroy the figure of the enemy and revenge, where everybody loose. They are a miracle in that consolidated context of humiliation and reiterated human rights abuses.

A miracle that the ongoing war, the impunity of Israel helped by the silence of the International Community risk to destroy tragically together with all hopes of peace. 

Israel cannot search for security by creating instability and injustice, cannot search peace fuelling the hate and this not only among Palestinians, also civil society in moderate Arab countries are concerned in this escalating conflict: the world entire would be more insecure. 

The International community bears the responsibility of not having the will to stop Israel. We should impose a ceasefire and send International forces to protect civilians. Border crossings in the Strip must be opened to the humanitarian aid and goods, in Rafah must come back International forces, including Arabs and Europeans, to control the entrance and exit. The EU should also tell to Israel that we cannot  upgrade cooperation or relations unless it stops the bombing and massacre of Palestinian population in Gaza and stop to build settlement in the West Bank.Occupation, violence, suffering, injustice and the lack of freedom lead to indelible and disastrous consequences on the population. We should help to grow and rise the voices and the forces that in Israel are struggling for peace and say we refuse to be enemies, end the occupation.
LETTER TO ITALIAN POLITICIANS and not only to them 

Rome, 3rd January 2009 

Not a word, not a thought, not a sign of grief for the hundreds of people killed, women, children, the elderly and Hamas militants,also them persons. Homes, entire buildings, ministries, schools, pharmacies, and police stations gutted. Where has our humanity gone? Where are the Veltronis, with their "I care"? How can you be silent about or defend the Israeli policy of aggression?  

The people of Gaza and the West Bank, all Palestinians, pay the price of the failure of the international community to oblige Israel to respect international law, and to halt its politics of colonialism. 

Certainly, by launching rockets, Hamas generates fear and is a threat against the Israeli civilian population, unlawful actions that are to be condemned. They must by stopped. 

But enough with the impunity of Israel and the blackmailing by its leaders. 

Since 1967, Israel has militarily occupied the Palestinian territories; a brutal and colonial occupation. The theft of land; the demolition of houses; checkpoints where Palestinians are treated with contempt, beaten, humiliated; colonies that grow alarmingly, taking over land and water resources, destroying crops. Thousands of political prisoners, who are even denied visits by family members. 

But you political leaders, have you ever seen the desperation of a Palestinian farmer who embraces his olive tree while a bulldozer uproots it and while soldiers beat him with their rifles to force him to let it go?  Or a woman giving birth behind a rock, whose husband cuts the baby's umbilical cord with a stone because Israeli soldiers at a checkpoint do not allow them to cross to reach the hospital? Or Um Kamel, evicted from her home bought through sacrifice because Jewish fanatics not Holocaust survivors but from Brooklyn - thinking that this land and therefore this house is their divine right, entered her house by force and occupied it because they want to build another Jewish colony in this Arab quarter of Jerusalem? 

Have you ever seen the children of the villages surrounding Tuwani in the south of Hebron who, in order to go to school, must walk for more than an hour and a half because a settlement lies along the direct road from their villages to the school, and whose inhabitants beat and assault the children? Or the shepherds of Tuwani who find their water tanks or their sheep poisoned by fanatical settlers? Or the city of Hebron, reduced to a ghost town because 400 settlers live in the old city defended by several thousand soldiers, having chased out thousands of Palestinians, forcing them to close more than 870 shops? 

Have you seen the wall that cuts through streets and neighborhoods; that steals land from villages; that separates Palestinians from Palestinians; that annexes fertile land and water resources to Israel; a wall deemed illegal by the International Court of Justice? Have you seen the cancer patients waiting at the Eretz crossing, turned back for 'security reasons'?  In the last 19 months, 283 people have died from a lack of medical care that they should have received at hospitals abroad, but who were not allowed to pass despite receiving guarantees from Israeli doctors from the group 'Physicians for Human Rights.'  Have you felt the cold of the icy Gazan nights that penetrates the bones, because there is no heating and no light?  Or premature babies born at the Shifa Hospital, whose little bodies want to live but who will die after just thirty minutes without electricity? 

Have you seen the fear and terror in the eyes of children, their bodies torn apart? Certainly, the fear of the children of Sderot is no different, and rockets can also kill, but at least they have somewhere to take shelter, and fortunately, they have never seen buildings gutted, dozens of dead bodies around them, or airplanes that carpet-bomb them.  One death is enough to say no, but proportionality also counts, and since 2002, 20 people have been killed in rocket attacks by Palestinian extremists.  Too many, but at the same time, thousands and thousands of homes have been destroyed in Gaza, and more than 3,000 Gazans have been killed, including hundreds of children who played no part in the firing of rockets. 

After the demonstrations in Milan where Israeli flags were burned, you political leaders all expressed your outrage, you shouted out your condemnation. You have every right. I do not burn the flags of Israeli nor of other countries, and I think that Israel has a right to exist as a normal State, a state for its citizens, along the 1967 borders, much wider than those of the partition plan passed by the United Nations in 1947. But I would have liked to hear your outrage and your humanity, and to hear you shouting for the pain of so many deaths and so much destruction, for such arrogance, for so much inhumanity, for so many violations of international and humanitarian law.  I would have liked to hear you tell the Israeli government: cease your fire, end the siege on Gaza, stop the construction of settlements in the West Bank, end the military occupation, respect and implement the United Nations resolutions.  This is the way to remove any room for fundamentalism and threats against Israel. And listen to the thousands of Israelis in Tel Aviv, they are saying: we refuse to be enemies, stop the occupation, stop the massacre. 

My God, what a terrible world we live in! 

Middle East: EU’s double standard

Interview by Medafrique - Bruxelles (11/11/2008)

Since the 70’s the Palestinian issue plays a central role inside the debates and the direct relations between EU and the Arab world (Mediterranean area, Arab League etc), as well as indirectly with Africa, through the relations with United States or Russia and China. It is an important issue which worries the International Community. In order to analyse the ambiguous attitude of the EU and its diplomacy, VP of the EP Luisa Morgantini, who claims for a powerful and balanced role from the UE, answers to the questions of MedAfrique. 

Does the European Union play fairly with Palestinians? 

No, I don't think so. Europe has a double standard in its approach to the Israeli Palestinian conflict and in the research of its just and sustainable solution, since June 1980 in Venice the nine member states of the European Community recognized the PLO and "considered that the traditional ties and common interests which link Europe to the Middle East oblige them to play a special role and now require them to work in a more concrete way towards peace" (Venice declaration June 13, 1980). Europe recognized the necessity of the creation of two States for two people living side by side in peace and security but it was not consequent and coherent in implementing this essential goal and final project. This was due to many reasons, I just mention some of the main ones: the political system of alliances resulted from the cold war, in which the U.S. imposed their world view together with their military bases and friends-States, such as the State of Israel. Furthermore, the tragedy of the Holocaust as well as Jews' persecutions in Europe, a very black and unrepeatable page of our history, but also true political mistakes by post colonial Governments (UK), contributed to create a sense of guilty among the European consciousnesses and policies towards Israel: many Israeli Governments have been appealing to these guilty feelings in order to continue, unpunished, with an arbitrary and illegal policy violating the International law with no action taken by the EU or the UN to stop them. Almost 30 years have been passed since the Venice Declaration -restating the need to implement 242 and 338 UN Security Council resolutions and reinforcing "the right to existence and to security of all the states in the region, including Israel, and justice for all the peoples, which implies the recognition of the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people"- however, despite of these words and promises, finally no just solution has yet been found to the Palestinian problem and for the peace in the region. On the contrary, the Palestinian people live under military occupation since 1967, more than forty years now. The Oslo agreement was never implemented and their freedom of movement denied by hundreds of military check points and by the apartheid wall, considered illegal by the UN Court of Justice: a wall which is defined by Israel as a separation barrier, in order to defend itself from terrorist attacks, but that concretely divide Palestinians from Palestinians, annexing land and water to Israel. According to a recent report, some 15,000 Israelis moved into settlements in the West Bank since the beginning of 2008, despite a pledge by Prime Minister Ehud Olmert to halt settlement construction and the statements following the Annapolis Conference: about 250,000 settlers live today in the West Bank and more than the same amount in East Jerusalem, which against international legality, Israel considers as the occupied part of its capital. The increase of settlement is one of the main issues able to undermine not only all peace negotiations, but also the future of a Palestinian State. Of course Europe is not the only part to bear responsibilities, the entire International Community, the UN, and especially the US had never tried to oblige Israel to implement the UN resolutions. Now, the EU tries to salve its conscience through the implementation of projects on the ground and aid's allocations able to help Palestinians to survive but in the same time not giving political solutions and, worst, replacing Israel in fulfilling the economical responsibilities belonging, according to the international law, to the Occupier towards the occupied population. The situation is deteriorating tragically with the collective punishment inflicted to the Palestinian population with the siege on Gaza, with the ongoing separation of the occupied territory and the division among the Palestinian leadership. Of course, it is necessary to stop any kind of violence or suicide attacks against the Israeli civilian population but on the same time it's essential to stop the policy of occupation. Palestinians would really need to find in the EU, not only one of the main donor and aid's contributor, but above all a strong, impartial and convinced defender of their rights: unfortunately it does not happen.

Is UE a reliable actor?

For all the reasons I tried to explain before, for all the expectations betrayed in all these years, for the promises not respected due to a 'double standard policy', the EU truly and dramatically risks to be unreliable and untrustworthy, but also to be accomplice and responsible for the ongoing conflict, for decades of Nakbah, injustice, humiliations, violence and dispossession suffered by Palestinians and by the civilian Israeli victims. We see this political fragility of the European Union each time we are not able -or better we don't want- to make Israel accountable for the violations of the international law, such as the construction of the wall, illegal for the International Court of Justice since many years, the expansion of the illegal settlements, the collective punishment of Gaza civil population through the siege, the reiterated use of admistrative detention and the imprisonment of thousands of Palestinians, including Parliamentarians, children and women and many other illegalities that everyday pass under silence and remain unpunished. At the same time, Israeli governments are blaming the European ones to have an unbalanced approach to the situation. Anyway, in the European Parliament in these years there has been a real involvement and commitment in order to push the EU to take a more political-oriented role: many members of the EU Parliament went to Palestine and Israel and saw with their own eyes the situation. So, even if through hard work and many difficulties, some important resolutions were voted calling on Israel to fulfil its International obligations, to stop collective punishment as well as to ask to the Palestinian extremists to stop any terrorist action. Furthermore we asked to the UE to act concretely in order to end the siege in Gaza, to respect the rights of all Palestinian prisoners, firstly children, and to free all the Parliamentarians detained: but of course these resolutions were not enough. The EP has not the needed legislative weight able to impose its opinions to the EU policy for Foreign Affairs, that consequently still remains divided into many different policies belonging to the single Member States. This situation makes the EU incapable to speak with one voice and to play a strong and impartial political role to put an end to the occupation. We are still perceived as a "soft" power, we should learn to use our diplomacy in a more independent way from the US policy, more and more dominant after the falling of the Berlin wall and up to now unfortunately still trying to export democracy through guns and wars. Palestinians need a political solution, their problem cannot be solved by economical or humanitarian aid. We still have more credibility than the US, we should not lose it: in order to be reliable and trustworthy we should simply pursue our fundamental principles, first of all the respect of human rights and justice. 

Finally what the EU should do ? 

The EU should first ask forgiveness for not having helped to stop the Israeli military occupation and for not having reached the creation of two people and two states, forgiveness to all the victims -Palestinian, Israelis, Lebanese- of this endless tragedy. There is a need to work for the unity of the Palestinian territories and leadership and strengthen the Palestinian Authority and government. EU should help the dialogue between Fatah and Hamas: it was a big mistake not to recognize the government democratically elected by the Palestinian people, and even more not to recognize the unity government which came out by the effort of the Palestinian prisoners belonging to all the factions, first of all by Marwan Barghouti. We should have helped Hamas to work on a democratic system and to fight the occupation through the non violent resistance. Negotiations should go on but with immediate outcomes that change the situation on the ground: to freeze settlements, to free prisoners, to open check points, only through all these steps Palestinians can trust the negotiations. Till now Hamas is keeping the truce: an opening dialogue with them will help to stop permanently any kind of attacks against the Israeli civilian population.  The EU should try to use all its power of pressure on Israel: if it will not perform its duties, we should use different means, starting by refusing to cooperate in any military research or selling arms, freezing the EU-Israel Association Agreement, as foreseen in article 2 in case of human rights violations actuated by the third countries. This may help to send a strong message to the Israeli Government that there's no country nor government above the law, the same message that we should send to the U.S. Furthermore, since the Quartet Special Envoy Tony Blair, as denounced also by several NGOs working on the ground in the Palestinian Occupied Territory, has failed in the aim of improving the living conditions for the Palestinian population, it is necessary to remind to him to take his work seriously and to implement the projects. The support and the re-launch of the Arab initiative, opening its borders and diplomatic ties to Israel, would provide of course the solution of the Palestinian issue and at same time it would be the best assurance for Israel that its existence is not at risk but it can became a normal state in the middle east, playing an important economical role in the Middle East. The EU should politically and financially support all Israelis and Palestinians civil society organizations struggling together in a non violent way against the occupation and for rights and dignity for all, like the popular committees in Bi'lin or Ni'lin , but also all the human rights organizations, both Israeli an Palestinians, or organizations like the Combatants for Peace -composed by former Israeli soldiers and Palestinian militants who spent many years in jail and now work together for a just peace and to end violence- and the Parent's Circle -Israeli and Palestinian families who lost their beloved either due to the violence of the settlers or the soldiers or to the Palestinian violence. They represent all an example of a culture able to destroy the figure of the enemy and the culture of revenge, a culture where everybody loose.

In the same time there is a need to develop a strong civil society movement in Europe who stands for the end of occupation and the recognition of a Palestinian State alongside the State of Israel, or -whether Israelis and Palestinians one day will prefer- one state for all their citizens.
FORBIDDEN FISHING: IN GAZA STRIP THE SEA IS A HUGE ISRAELI CHECK POINT
PUBLISHED BY IL MANIFESTO, ITALIAN NEWSPAPER ON 18TH JUNE 2008

All Palestinian fishermen, re-asserted their right to fish and their right to live, demonstrating  on 16thJune with their boats against the Israeli siege  

The sea in Gaza is blue, but also green due to pollution because in many sites sewage waters run freely into the waters after passing visibly through the streets of Gaza city and other cities in the Strip and ending up in the sea. No waste water decontamination treatment systems exist because they have been destroyed by the Israeli raids or are out of use because spare parts cannot get through the embargo decided by the Israeli Authorities, resulting in serious consequences for the environment and the local economy.      

But the sea in Gaza has always been a great natural resource and could also become a resource for tourism. After the Oslo Agreement, Palestinians hoped that Gaza beaches would be crowded, many hotels have been built, and restaurants and cafés opened. But these expectations were short-lived: hotels have been almost abandoned and tourists cannot of course travel to Gaza. Palestinians citizens in Israel, who the Palestinian tourism targeted, are prevented from entering Gaza since the borders are in the sole hands of the Israeli Government and all Israeli citizens are prohibited from travelling to the Strip or to the West Bank. 

THE LAST FIVE YEARS, THE WORST

In the '90s, when boats of fishermen could sail 12 miles off the coast from the Strip, fishermen could land, trade and export almost 3,000 tons of fish per year.  During those years, the growth in the fisheries sector resulted in the drowning of thousands of Palestinians who were prevented from travelling to Israel in order to work because of the closures of crossing points and who started to look at the sea for their survival, following the example of several fishermen's families, many of whom came from Jaffa, south of Tel Aviv, from where thousands and thousands Palestinians moved to Gaza after the 1948 war.

During the first Intifadah, travelling to Gaza was easy: I always used to take delegations to eat excellent fresh fish in a restaurant named Salam, Peace. That restaurant is still there, but the fish is disappearing and sardines can no longer be easily found.

In fact, fishing in Gaza has been decimated, especially over the last five years, due both to military restrictions imposed by the Israeli Authorities and a ban on seafaring which prevents fishermen from sailing more than 3 miles offshore, regardless of the fact that the Oslo Agreements limited to 20 miles the maximum distance from the coasts and that 12 miles were decided by the Bertini Agreement, signed in August 2002 by United Nations and Israel.     

In 2007, about 500 tons of fish were fished in total by the 3,500 professional fishermen working along the Gaza Strip's 40 kilometres of coastline; among those fishermen, only 700 are currently still employed in a sector that created jobs for at least 40,000 people, including mechanics, fishmongers and thousands of local families, who today can hardly survive in an economy squeezed by the siege.

The small boats usually leave the coasts in the darkness of night and come back to harbours at six a.m., where trucks are waiting for the cargo to transport it to the markets: 70 plastic packing boxes of fish and sardines can be sold for about 3,500 shekels, but at least 2,000 shekels are used to cover the costs of oil and gas for lamps, and these prices have soared as a result of the fuel cuts recently decided by the Israeli Authorities.

Often, in order to make up for the shortfall of the 40,000 litres of fuel and gas needed in the high fishing season, fishermen use cooking oil for engines, and therefore the waters of the Mediterranean Sea bathing Gaza are covered with smelly oil slicks.   

The few remaining pay-offs are shared between the entire ship's crew and that can change depending on the boats, but on average it amounts to about 75 shekels per employee, almost 15 euros for one night's work. 

But today there a fewer and fewer fish in the sea just off the coasts of the Strip because pollution and excessive exploitation have altered the waters that are now barren: they need to go 20 miles offshore to encounter, in springtime, huge shoals of sardines migrating from the Delta of the Nile River to the seas of Turkey, while less than 6 miles offshore it is already difficult to encounter big movements of fish. 

According to the PCHR, Palestinian Centre for Human Rights, Israel in reality has never allowed Gaza fishermen to reach the 20 mile limited fixed by the Agreements. Gaza fishermen denounce the fact that they cannot take to the sea for 2.5 km off the coasts without the risk of being targeted by Israeli fire, of seeing their nets and their boats destroyed while Israeli patrol ships force them to go back to land: a situation which has been repeated over and over again since 2003 but which has deteriorated in the last years with Israeli rockets and helicopters being used against fishermen.     

According to the Rafah Fisherman's Syndicate, in the southern Gaza Strip, Israeli military ships patrol the sea 24 hours a day, seven days a week, under the pretext of "security" and of the fight against arms smuggling. In 2007, more than 70 Gaza fishermen were arrested, their boats destroyed, together with their nets and fishing equipment. For months, thousands of fishermen were prevented from leaving the harbour. 

BET'SELEM'S STORIES OF ABUSES

In a report, the Israeli organization Bet'selem collected and published some stories about these fishermen.  

On 1st January 2007, Isma'il Basleh went to sea with his brother Samir and his friend Aymen al-Jabur. They were fishing when they saw an Israeli warship approaching and it stopped about thirty metres from them and started to fire into the air. The captain of the Israeli ship ordered Isma'il to follow him for 6.5 km, then to stop and turn off the engine, take off his clothes and swim in the freezing water to their ship. 

But the Israeli ship kept moving further and further away and Isma'il nearly drowned. The rest of the story talks about bound arms and legs, about threats and intimidations, being prevented from sleeping, and degrading and inhuman treatment. 

Adnan al-Badwil also described his misadventure at sea. He was with his brother until five a.m., they had just recovered the nets on the boat with the fish they had caught, when they heard shooting out of the darkness. The boat was hit and started shaking a lot, and both of them fell into the sea. They were injured by shell fragments and hospitalized for three days. 

But despite the risks to their lives, fishermen in Gaza continue to take to the sea and try to poach the 3 km off limits in order to survive. Today they can use only rowing boats, because fuel is no longer available in Gaza - not because, like us, the price of fuel has spiralled, but because Israel doesn't allow refuelling in Gaza therefore continuing a siege that represents a collective punishment for the entire population.         

THE SITUATION IS UNBEARABLE

On Monday 16th June, fishermen in Gaza took to the sea with the Palestinian flag and called for an open sea and for the right to fish, the right to live, the right to freedom.  

The "End the Siege" campaign (http://www.end-gaza-siege.ps/ ),  made up of women and men, physicians, professors, intellectuals and Palestinian human rights activists who organized the demonstration, also launched an appeal to the world in order to organize, on the same day, initiatives on the seas and on coasts worldwide in solidarity with Gaza fishermen. That appeal has been taken up by some Italian fishermen, who are currently struggling against the high price of fuel and in particular solidarity with fishermen in Gaza has been expressed by Lega Pesca, the oldest and largest organization of Italian cooperatives representing more than 400,000 fishermen, and some fishermen of Pozzuoli, close to Naples, have sent to the "End the siege Campaign" their photos claiming "End the siege on Gaza. Right to live, right to fish". 

On the same day, during the opening of the Plenary Session in Strasbourg, the President of the European Parliament, H.G. Pöttering, remembered the urgency to end the siege: "While we are here today- he stated- fishermen in Gaza Strip have taken the sea with their boats. Because of the siege an horrible pollution is overextending all around, threatening the daily life of fishermen who are protesting against the siege. They are demonstrating for the right to fish, to live, for freedom and for peace. Our EP delegation promised to support the fishermen. Therefore, in the name of all of us, I would like to express the solidarity of the European Parliament with all these fishermen".

More than 11,000 prisoners in Israeli jails. Among them, Marwan Barghouti, candidate to the PNA Presidency.
The appeal by Members of the EU Parliament: 
«Justice for the Palestinian prisoners»
Published in Italian Newspaper 'Liberazione' 18th April 2008
The last time that Widad hugged her son was eight years ago, in a prison in Ashkelon, Israel: for many years since she wasn’t allowed to see him, as the Israeli Authorities repeatedly denied her the permit for "security reasons". 
Widad Naief Mohammad Atabeh lives in Nablus, is 78 years old, suffers from hypertension, diabetes and her sight has strongly worsen since the last time she saw Saed: « He hugged me and said that in that moment he was born again to life. Those minutes for us were the most precious, but the moment we had to depart from each other was the hardest and most disappointing». This is what she writes today in an appeal to all mothers in the world, in an effort to put pressure on the Israeli Authorities to allow her to see Saed for the last time making her dream come true.
Saed Wajih Saed Atabeh, arrested in July 29th 1977, is 52 years old and spent 32 years of his life in a prison cell.
He is the Palestinian prisoner to be detained for the longest time in an Israeli jail and –his mother adds - in the villages he is known as “the Mandela from Palestine”.
During all these years, Israeli Authorities have not allowed Widad to visit him. Thus, despite her physical illnesses, she continues to call for justice from her home in Nablus, a town under siege because of continuous Israeli raids: “While Yegal Amir, the killer of  the Israeli Prime Minister Rabin, receives regular visits from his family, has married and had a son in jail, Saed is not even given the opportunity of a last hug from his mother. How can this be?”
According to the last UN reports on human rights in the Occupied Territories, more than 11,000 Palestinians are prisoners in Israeli jails, including thousands with illnesses, 376 children, 118 women and 47 Parliamentarians.
Since 1967, more than 700,000 Palestinians have been arrested over a population of 3,5 millions: these data make Israel unique for the number of reprimands by the UN Council for Human Rights, a criticism that is ignored by the Israeli Government and forgotten by the International Community.     
Nothing has been done to prevent the Israeli systematic use of administrative detentions, a practice that allows for many Palestinians – 813 at the end of January 2008- to be detained for renewable periods of up to six months and resulting in years of detention with no trial nor the possibility of legal support. We can't tolerate these violations of human rights: that is why a group of 46 Members of the European Parliament, belonging to different political forces, has promoted a parliamentary inquiry of the EU Council and EU Commission on the abuses of administrative detention. These include the hundreds of Palestinian children who are detained and subjected to inhuman treatments, harsh interrogations, deprived of food, sleep and exposed to illnesses which are hard to be treated in a jail, where they are kept together with adults, with no psychological support nor the opportunity to continue their studies. Additionally, they are often threatened and beaten, in explicit violation of the UN Convention on Child's Rights, adopted by Israel in 1991 but de facto never implemented. Further, during the years of this second Intifada, more than 6,000 have been put in jail. Palestinian children are also suffering heavy consequences since permits to visit detainees are denied to their mothers, wives, brothers or sisters. Because of these restrictions, children are the ones to visit their relatives, having to wake up in the middle of the night to travel alone on buses for hours with the fear of check points and of Israeli soldiers, and bearing the responsibility to be the only link between the family and their imprisoned brothers or fathers. They deliver bags full of medicines, food, cigarettes and the words that their mothers can't say directly. When they come back home, they are shocked, hardly speak, feel nervous, troubled, exhausted: this causes them to miss school, often a week of absences per month is caused by this avoidable, extraordinary adventure. As members of the European Parliament we  call for justice and legality, waiting for clear answers by the EU Commission and Council in particular regarding the implementation of article 2 of the EU-Israel Association Agreement (which includes a suspension of the agreement in case of Human Rights violations)  on what kind of actions need to be undertaken to achieve the realization of International laws and Conventions ratified by the State of Israel.
Yet, the initiative should start within the same Israeli Government, which continues to ignore all peace commitments it has made: they should listen to the appeal launched by Marwan Barghouti, a parliamentary abducted in 2002 and condemned to 5 life sentences, who, from his cell, asks Israel to honor its 60 years by "signing a peace accord, recognizing the right to self-determination of the Palestinian people, ending the military occupation and releasing the 11,000 prisoners". This would allow Widad and many other mothers to hug their beloved and would guarantee children’s right to a secure and peaceful childhood.
Yesterday was a day dedicated to Palestinian Political prisoners, thousands of Palestinians asked for their freedom: we should join them in this quest and don't leave them alone. We should endorse the call for the release of Marwan Barghouti, a leader who can represent the unity of the Palestinian people and Territory, fundamental for any peace negotiations, especially with the coming Presidential elections of January 2009 in which he could  participate as a candidate, hopefully by then as a free man.
Recognizing the Other 
Stories of Relationships Between Israelis and Palestinians

Published by “Fare pace: odio. Annuario geopolitico della pace 2007”- February 2008
We have an incurable malady: hope.

Hope in liberation and independence.

Hope in a normal life where we are neither heroes nor victims.

Hope that our children will go safely to their schools.

Hope that a pregnant woman will give birth to a living baby, at the hospital,

and not a dead child in front of a military checkpoint”

- Mahmoud Darwish, Palestinian Poet

It is so hard to maintain hope when you see destruction all around you. The dream for which thousands of Palestinians have suffered pain, house expropriations, loss of land, loss of a homeland, is further away from becoming true. This dream has been washed away with the complicity of the international community, which has not been able to render justice to the Palestinians, allowing instead a forty-year long Israeli military occupation, while for six decades people have been remembering the Nakba, the catastrophe in which a million Palestinians have been forced to flee their homes and villages, becoming refugees all around the world. Senseless internal fighting has also shattered their hopes. It is no justification, however, to say that it is easy to kill when you are desperate, hungry, and above all living in open-air prisons, like Gaza since 1993, where the guards sporadically allow a little humanitarian aid to come in. 

Since 1967 more than 750,000 Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza have been arrested by the Israeli military, in a population that totals 3.5 million. At the moment, 11,000 Palestinians are being detained in Israeli prisons. Of these, 40 are parliamentarians, about 1,000 are ill, and hundreds are women and children. Within six days, between the 24th and 30thof May 2007, around 30 Palestinians were killed during Israeli military operations in the West Bank and Gaza. Ten were children. Today the body count continues inexorably.

According to a recent report by the International Labor Organization (ILO- a UN agency) 260,000 people -- 24% of the working population -- are unemployed and seven out of ten families, or about 2.4 million people, live under the poverty line. Today the risk of a growing extreme radicalism is real, in the same way as are the horrors of the internal fighting, and the killing and vandalism across the Gaza Strip. This reality developed from the power struggle between two political entities, in a context of negation of rights, poverty, political isolation and economic embargo.  In particular, what is happening in the Gaza Strip is a grave matter, especially since it could have been foreseen and avoided:  we, as the European Union and the international community, have been accomplices to it every time passively observe the repetitive violation of legality perpetrated by Israel and we in our passivity we assist in the silent erosion of hope and the erosion of the fertile Palestinian lands by the Apartheid Wall, defined illegal by the International Court of Justice, but whose construction continues undisturbed.  

Israel, in fact, continues using the dictionary of war and violence, strengthened by the silence of the international community, which stubbornly applies a double standard, imposing conditions for Palestinians while ignoring Israeli responsibilities, which impede any possibility of peace.  It should not be forgotten, in fact, that it’s the Israeli government, not the Palestinian one, who has refused a historical opportunity of the peace initiative offered by the Arab League, and instead continues it’s occupation and the building of settlements.   

Certainly, many responsibilities also lie with extremist Palestinian groups which have upset the national fight for liberty and independence by using a militaristic approach including suicide attacks against civilians, an approach that is an inhumane and illegal as that adopted by the Israeli army. 

Within the Israeli community, however, there are many voices and organizations that repudiate the military logic, opposing the curfews imposed for weeks on Palestinian cities and villages, the bomb raids and roundups, house demolitions, administrative detentions, trees uprooting and targeted assassination, which kills civilians and children, considering them “collateral damage.”  These are Israeli voices of freedom which recognize the right of all to a free and independent state. And on the Palestinian side, there are many who refuse the enemy’s logic and fundamentalisms and who try to build bridges and not walls.   

Palestinians and Israelis often manage to unite in their quest for justice for both peoples:  recognizing the asymmetry between living in an occupying country and an occupied one.  Recognizing this, they start from the mutual recognition of the Other’s right to exist in a sovereign state and security, declaring together that walls don’t offer protection from violence, and it’s the occupation that destroys all.

Here I briefly report four experiences which keep hope alive and represent lessons of a  humanity which opposes the concept of “the enemy” and builds relations and political actions to escape the spiral of violence and injustice.

PARENTS'CIRCLE: Dialogue is a Radical Act

The occupation destroys all and everyone and trying to measure pain and suffering is a senseless effort.  Women, men, mothers, fathers, sons, sisters, if they all spoke the same language they would all express pain in the same way.  Many in that region devastated by pain would agree with this.  And consequently they act realizing the only genuine and radical politics of peace that is possible: dialogue and the recognition of rights for all.  The Parents’ Circle is a group composed of more than 500 Palestinian and Israeli families who have lost members in the conflict.  They have met for more than twelve years and carry a revolutionary message around the world: in a land in which the divide between Israelis and Palestinians might seem tragically wide, communicating and discussing with the enemy, humanizing them, is a radical act.  

Robi Damelin and Ali Abu Awwad, are an unusual couple:  the former is a middle ages Israeli woman who lives in Tel Aviv, the latter is a young Palestinian who lives north of Hebron.  Both have lost a loved one because of the violence that for decades has devastated the region.  One a son, one a brother.  Many Palestinian and Israeli families have suffered the same thing.  Both believe that the answer to the conflict cannot be delegated to politicians, governments, and above all that a solution should not be sought in arms and military policies, and that “average” people can show politicians and governments the way through dialogue and cooperation. 

Ali’s brother was killed in cold blood by an Israeli soldier in one of the hundreds of checkpoints that make Palestinian lives a living hell. The one in which Ali’s brother died was just outside his village.  He was young when he started caring for his family because his mom was in prison as a Fatah militant.  Also Ali, who recounts throwing “a ton of rocks” during the first intifada, was a juvenile prisoner, imprisoned for seven years and was released after the Oslo Accords in 1993.   After his brother’s death at the checkpoint, by him renamed “deathpoint,” it would have been easy for Ali to fall into the thinking of revenge, but this didn’t happen.  

Robi’s son was named David and he was 28 when he was killed by a Palestinian militant while in the Army.  He was also a musician and part of the Israeli Peace movement:  he wouldn’t have wanted to serve in the occupying army but as he told his mom, he wanted to give the example of a “different way” to treat Palestinians.  After his death Robi wrote a letter to the sniper’s family saying: “I know he didn’t want to kill David because of who David was.  If he had known him he wouldn’t have done it.”  

Ali and Robi are convinced, and will shout to the world, that individuals have the power to stop violence, even in a region as devastated by desperation, even running the risk of being considered traitors by groups that are either extremist or believe in an eye for an eye.  They are traitors on both sides.  Yet they persist, because, as Robi says,“the pain of a mother is universal. The loss of a son would devastate anyone.”  Ali adds, “Pain needs to be elaborated, recognized in the Other.  One should not look for revenge but justice.  We should be together not just to dialogue but to fight the injustice and illegality of the Israeli military occupation, and in doing so we Palestinians and Israelis should manage to live in peace.”     Ali and Robi are only two of them, it would extraordinary to listen to the story of many others, like Aaron Barnea or Rami El Hanan or Nurit Peled who lost their child Smadar, or Adel Minsk, or Khaled Awad or or or..... 

COMBATANTS FOR PEACE

“Combatants for Peace” is a group of Israeli ex-soldiers and Palestinian ex-militants, many of whom were political prisoners, who have put down their arms and now propose concrete alternatives, grassroots and peaceful, for the end of an infinite conflict.  

Like a drop in a sea of stones and olive trees, hills and colonies, under the sun that filters through cracks in a wall, a wall that is blunt and illegal but that definitely cuts in half the courtyard of the elementary school in Anata, a village next to East Jerusalem, occupied, on a festive day last April, the combatants for peace launched their message.  

A clear, effective message coming from men and women, boys and girls, who have known nothing but war and violence.   Bassam, Sulaiman, Zohar, Elic would scream in all languages: Salaam, Shalom, Peace, chants and appeals, testimony and denunciations.  They have chosen not to kill, they have chosen the way of nonviolence after having been soldiers in the Israeli army, some having killed. Or on the other side having believed in armed struggle and having tried military actions against the occupying army and having paid with years of prison for their revolt.  

Bassam Aramin, 39 years old, is from Anata, the village where the wall dives and kills.  He has been in an Israeli prison as political prisoner from 1985-1992.  He was a Palestnian militant, he had attempted to attack a soldier, but now he thinks that there is a need to bring an end to violence.

We were moved by his words in Strasbourg, on the occasion of a conference about Palestinian political prisoners.  His daughter Abir, 11 years old, was killed on February 8th, 2007, from an Israeli projectile that hit her head, while she was leaving school in Anata, East Jerusalem.  The outcome of the three day long inquiry by the Israeli authority, refuted by the evidence and the medical examination, states that the child was killed by a stone.  From the year 2000 until today 815 Palestinian children have been killed by the Israeli military, but none of these deaths, as for that of Abir, were the responsible parties brought to justice. 

“It would be easy, so easy, to hate.  To seek revenge, to pick up a gun, and to kill three or four soldiers, in the name of my daughter,” Bassam has written in a letter dedicated to Abir.  This is the way in which Palestinians and Israelis have lived their lives for a long time.  Every dead child, and each is someone’s child, is another reason to continue the killing.  I know.  I also was trapped in this spiral.  (…) But while I was spending my time in prison, I spoke with many of my guards.  I learned the story of the Jewish people. I learned about the Holocaust.  And I also managed to understand:  from both sides we have been transformed into instruments of war.  From both sides, there is pain, death, and infinite losses.  The only way to stop all of this is to stop ourselves.”

Bassam hasn’t ever asked for revenge, but justice: when his daughter was killed, his Israeli comrades, ex solidiers and combatants for peace, gathered around him and his family. 

Zohar Shapira is 37 years old, he's married and has a daughter. He's an elementary school teacher of math and physics. Also, his brother Jonathan, a military pilot, refused to bomb Palestinian civilians.

For 15 years, Zohar has been commander of an Israeli army unit dedicated to carry on military operations in the Palestinian territories.  In 2003 he wrote a letter to his government, cosigned by thirty others, in which he explained the reasons which led him to lay down arms.

"I always thought I was defending my country, convinced I was helping my people. Then I understood that the persistence of the occupation was immoral and represented the greatest danger to the survival of Israel. One day I went to my superior and told him that

I was not going to humiliate anyone anymore, that I would serve in the army only within the borders of Israel and never again in Palestine. It was hard, I had shattered a personal and social taboo."

Zohar is convinced that in the army, as in Israeli society, perspectives can be sharply contrasting: while they continue obeying orders, at least 40% of Israeli soldiers are opposed to the occupation.  Because of this, the main goal of Combatants for peace is to change the perspective and understanding of the Other, to communicate the high price of the use of violence. The aim is to spread this message also amongst other combatants, young people, those working in universities, politicians, to get to the international community, to the Israeli and Palestinians. Now more than ever it is necessary to

change the mentality of combatants, into a mentality of combatants for peace.

BIL’IN, the Building Place of Non Violence and Resistance to the Injustice of the Wall

Bil’in is a small village north east of Ramallah, around or about six kilometers from the green line, not far from the big and expanding Israeli settlement of Modi’in Illit; according to the Oslo accords Bil’in is in Area A, therefore supposedly under complete Palestinian control.  

In the last two years Bil’in has become the symbol of popular local and international nonviolent resistance movements against the occupation and the wall.  Here, Israel’s wall, or the “Building Place of Shame,” has eroded around 60% of the agricultural land belonging to the 1,600 inhabitants of the village, who are mostly farmers.  This is a real theft of land, emblematic of what is happening to Palestinian villages throughout the occupied territories, for everyone to see, including the passive international community.  The protests against the Israeli wall were initiated in Spring 2005 by the Popular Committee of Bil’in (www.bilin-village.org/) village and have been supported since the very beginning by Israeli and international pacifists, who gathered this year at the second international conference of the village.

Following the Friday prayers, every week a march starts from the village trying to approach the area in which the wall is being built, in order to slow the work of the bulldozers with civil disobedience.  Every time the soldiers brutally attack the demonstrators causing arrests and injuries, but nonetheless the villagers continue their resistance with creativity and determination: there have been games with clowns, and even a piano concert has been performed, obviously interrupted by teargas and rubber coated steel bullets, which are often lethal.  

Because of this unity of action and ideas, what has been happening for the last two years in Bil’in is really exemplary: it’s the nonviolent response that Palestinians and Israelis together have used to oppose to land confiscation, house demolition, humiliation at checkpoints and to the segregation by the wall, the fruits of forty years of Israeli military occupation.  Extraordinary and heart touching are the relationships that have been established between Bil’in’s young Palestinians and young Israelis from different movements, ranging from Tayush to the young anarchists against the wall.  However this form of struggle and resistance, resembling the civil disobedient movement of Beit Sahour during the first intifada, in which Palestinians refused to hold an Israeli identity card and pay taxes, has not extended to all the Palestinian villages: also Beit Sahour militants were exemplary, yet they did not receive support from everyone.  

These examples of nonviolent struggle and of alliances between Israeli, Palestinian and International movements against the injustice suffered by the Palestinian people, should be adopted by the remaining part of the West Bank and Gaza Strip, because if Palestine needs peace and justice, the peace in that region is also indispensable for Israelis and Palestinians and for us.

IWC International Women Commission

Palestinian, Israeli and International Women unite for a just and sustainable peace

A just and sustainable peace is the only way to guarantee security to both sides and to the entire region, and any sustainable peace depends on a firm effort by both sides to promote and protect women’s right and gender justice. 

The International Women’s Commission (IWC) is the first Commission composed of Palestinian, Israeli and International women, founded under the aegis of the UNIFEM (UN Security Council resolution 1325, October 2000), which invites the member states to guarantee the increase in women’s representation at all levels of decision-making.  The European Parliament hosted the official launch of the Women’s Commission in Europe in December 2005.  The Commission’s members have different professional backgrounds and have been involved in various political and social activities. The committee is composed of twenty Palestinian women, twenty Israeli women, and twenty International women.  Amongst the Palestinians there are personalities like Hannan Ashrawi and Zahira Kamal, and also militants likes Hania Bitar and Nayla Aysh; the same is true amongst Israelis, which include members of parliament like Naomi Chazan and Colette Avital (who ran for the presidency of Israel) and militants like Debbie Lerman and Molly Malekar.  International members include several major figures of politics and culture, and Liberian President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, Finland’s President Tarja Halonen, and New Zealand’s Prime Minister Helen Clark share the presidency of the committee.  We have met several times and carry our point of view to different governments and institutions.    We have a coordination committee composed of three Palestinians, three Israelis, and three Internationals.  The Israeli and Palestinian women have done a lot of work in recent years, but the distinguishing element of the IWC is the political platform that keeps us united along with the lobbying activities that we conduct at the local and international level.  First of all we’ve asked for a guarantee that women will fully participate in negotiations, formal and informal, for peace between Israelis and Palestinians.  Any future peace deal should be based on principles of gender equality, women’s rights, international human rights, and humanitarian laws for just and comprehensive peace that brings stability, democracy, and prosperity to the entire region.

Together we have also unanimously requested to urgently put and end to the Israeli military occupation, in accordance with international law (including all the relevant UN resolutions) and with the peace initiative of the Arab League, resulting in the creation of a sovereign Palestinian state side by side with Israel (based on Israel’s 1967 borders).  

Together, we Israelis, Palestinians and Internationals, reiterated the appeal to the international community to recognize fully the new Palestinian government of national unity, which would have represented a positive and important step forward to avoid the predictable degeneration into the dramatic situation of fraternal violence, a violence that, because of the power struggle between Hamas and Fatah, has lasted for too long.  The boycott against the previous Palestinian government has in fact damaged public institutions and reduced the ability of the authorities to basic services to Palestinian society. The sanctions against the Palestinian population have produced high levels of unemployment and poverty, and what needs to be avoided in such a catastrophic situation is the tendency toward extremism out of the desperation present in a people occupied for forty years.   

The end of the occupation is an essential prerequisite to solve the Israeli-Arab conflict. Also essential is the adoption of a new approach, more inclusive and participatory, instead of the failing one that has been carried on by men alone.  These are categorical imperatives in such a critical moment to arrive at a united vision of a dignified existence free from fear and privation.  During the days of Lebanon’s bombardment, during which the international community including the EU were silent, we were meeting in Athens and immediately demanded a cease-fire and the exchange of Palestinian political prisoners with kidnapped soldiers.  We all demand that the international community, the Israeli and Palestinian authorities, and the civil societies of both communities, unite in a joined effort, inclusive and transparent, to finally be able to create a just and peaceful future based on principles of justice, equality, tolerance, and reciprocal respect, away from unilateralism and militarism. 

Story of Imprisonment and Freedom

Gaza, a Day Like Any Other

After a few days of food and fresh air, 1.5 million Palestnians have been returned to the "cage."  This is their story. 
Published in the Italian Newspaper LIBERAZIONE -UE Feb 2nd, 2008 

The fresh air of liberty breathed by thousands of Palestinians who flooded into Egypt after the breaking of the wall is running out: 1.5 million people have returned into the "cage" at the mercy of both Israeli military raids and rockets fired by extremist Palestinians at Sderot.  However, many Palestinian civilians remain outside demonstrating in the cold of the last few days at Al Arish, Egypt:  they are students, people with illnesses, business people, families that need to go abroad - but Egypt has closed the way to Cairo.  And that's how the siege of the Strip continues: the Israeli High Court of Justice has authorized cuts to fuel and electricity supplies while the border at Rafah is again closed and Palestinian political parties can't reach an agreement, hampered by internal inflexibility and by the inadequacy of the international community, chiefly the US, UN and Europe.  Between November 28th and January 20th, Israeli raids over the Gaza Strip killed136 Palestinians and wounded 360 (Palestine Monitor); 87 Palestinian medical patients died in the recent months of total siege because due to lack of medicine and treatment, of these 16 were children.  The siege means not being able to cook bread, filter water (which in Gaza is polluted), keep the hospital's generators running to power incubators and other equipment in departments as vital as intensive care.   

"It's not by taking away bread and medicine from Gazan children that the children of Sderot will be rendered safer from the Qassam rockets," echoed Israeli, Palestinian and International movements around the world on January 26th, the international day against the Gaza Siege (www.end-gaza-siege.ps).  The day was marked in solidarity with people demonstrating in the Strip with a network of conference calls that included Rome.  Also a 17 year old from Sderot, Shir Shodzik, whose aunt and cousin were wounded by Qassam rockets, participated in a demonstration at the Eretz crossing, and launched her own appeal for the end of all violence.  Today, together with European Parliamentary delegates from different parties, I will start traveling in Israel and Palestine, including the Gaza Strip.  This trip is meant to communicate to Palestinians that the European Parliament has voted a resolution asking for the end of the siege in Gaza, the military incursion in the West Bank, and the unity of the Palestinian territories.  It will represent a concrete way to break the embargo and directly verify the life conditions of Palestinians under siege and occupation.  We are aware that the Palestinian issue is not just a humanitarian tragedy requiring aid, which is essential, but rather requiring liberty, self determination and a state existing in reciprocal security with Israel.  

Hospital Al Shifa – Gaza City 

Mansour Rahal was driving a donkey cart in Beit Lahiya when the town was hit by an Israeli missile, killing his mother and older brother.  Now Mansour is in the intensive care department of al Shifa hospital, with grave wounds to the head.  He is connected to an electric ventilator: his chances of survival depend on the fuel required for the five generators, the hospital's only electricity source. According to the doctors, if fuel were to run out, Mansour and another six patients would die.  Cuts in energy supplies would also put at risk the lives of thirty infants born prematurely.  According to an appeal from Oxfam, in al Shifa hospital there are 135 cancer patients who cannot receive essential treatments.  Munir Mukheirz is among the few who obtained Israeli permission to leave the Strip to get treatment abroad after being stuck for months in a Gaza hospital with a malignant tumor. Mislih Mohammad Qalja and Fatin Majdi Al Hafnawi,two ten year old children, died on Saturday, January 26th after being denied permission to leave the Strip for medical care.  It is Israeli policy to stop sick people at the border – not just water filters and film for x-ray machines.  On that same day Israeli, Palestinian and International organizations sent basic commodities, food and medicines, to the Eretz crossing.  Yet their humanitarian convoy was blocked by the Israeli army and even now is stuck in a nearby Kibbutz, waiting for permission to enter the Strip. Meanwhile for the sick any hope to live hangs by a thread – or, more precisely, a generator cable. 

A mother without light, water and gas 

"I don't care about politics, I don't shoot Qassam rockets, and I don't demonstrate in the streets:  that's why its so difficult to explain the embargo to my four kids" says Iman Ahmed, 35 years old.  Imam was forced, as were thousands of others in Gaza, to live for days without water, nor electricity or gas.  With the tiny flame from a camping burner, she would cook dinner while trying to contain the kids without TV or music to distract them; hungry, cold and afraid of bombs falling outside their windows.   The embargo is also this.  Iman's day starts with one hundred twenty three stairs: the water pump for the building is off so every morning she has to go down three flights of stairs to fill up buckets of cold but precious water. "I can't waste even a drop of it," she says.  A shower or toilet flush becomes a luxury, as well as do candles :"a candle lasts about 3 hours, and you can't light up more than one because even those are hard to find."  Then at night the cold arrives, the heating is off and there aren't enough blankets. The cold is worsened by windows left slightly open to prevent the glass from shattering during explosions.  I can imagine Iman's sigh of relief when she saw the opening in the wall of Rafah:  like everyone else she must have thought of going to stock up on goods in Egypt.  Like Um Muhammed, 50 years old, who together with her five sons crossed the border to get a big sack of laundry detergent.  "In Gaza it was first very expensive, then impossible to find," she says.  Through the Rafah opening have passed sheep, goats, cows and camels loaded with cement, tea, sugar, and cheeses.  The prices for meats, however, are still prohibitive.  Mohammed Suleiman Mahmoud, owner of a supermarket in Gaza, has ordered 20,000 Egyptian pounds worth of cheese, milk, fruit and vegetables, but the merchandise was stopped at the Sinai. "Shops in the Strip are empty and what is available is too expensive," says Youssef Ali, a Bedouin from Rafah.

In Search of a House…to Avoid Bombs   

Maher Al-Nazil has asked all around about renting an apartment in the Al-Maghazi refugee camp.  Maher has lived for years with his wife and three daughters next to a police station on the western border of the camp.  Now, though, he's scared that Israeli bombs will fall close to his home: "The images of the family massacred by the bomb that fell on the interior ministry in Gaza city have remained in my mind.  I don't want the same thing to happen to my kids," he says.  Like Maher, the majority of those families that live next to the ministries and other Palestinian institutions of the Strip have looked into finding new homes to avoid becoming "collateral damage" of Israeli bombs.  Chances to find one are very slim, though; next to zero given the general impoverishment, lack of building materials and consequent lack of new apartments.  Officials of the agency for civilian security in Gaza have advised the population of the dangers:  Israeli jets (F-16s) drop bombs weighing a ton, and all the buildings within 200 meters of the explosion are inevitably damaged. Thousands and thousands of houses, together with orange, date, and palm trees, were razed or uprooted by the Israeli military just before its unilateral withdrawal from Gaza, and this same kind of aggression continues today in Rafah, Beit Lahia and Beit Hanoun.   

Bride Traffic in Sand Tunnels 

With the closures of crossings and permits, hundreds of families have been separated.  The tunnels, through which arms and contraband are likely smuggled are also used to reunite families.  There are wives who go back to their husbands or future brides who are forced to cross clandestinely in the underground tunnels between the Strip and Egypt:  they too are victims of the Gaza isolation.  And obviously there's also those who take advantage of the situation and make money.  Abu Ashraf is the "King" of the smuggling of women. It started with him bringing in his friends' wives. Now entrusting your wife to him costs $3,000.  A tunnel averages seven hundred meters in length and crossing it takes 30 minutes:  an infinite amount of time considering the darkness of the airless passages.  Therefore, women are knocked out with an anesthetizing spray, tied to a stretcher and pulled through the mud by a cable until they reach the other end in Gaza.  Women of various nationalities, not just Palestinians without ID's, are snuck in this way.  Syrians, Lebanese, Egyptian, some Russians and Romanians, married to Palestinians met abroad and nearly always the same situation: the husband had come back to Gaza before the siege started so later they were forced to enter clandestinely.  The opening in the wall has represented a moment of relief also for them.  Hundreds of divided families were reunited without having to go through underground tunnels.   Like Mohammed, who was stuck at el-Arish, a few kilometers from Gaza, separated from his family for five months, or  Emran Labbad, a 33 year old from Gaza, tall, thin, and neatly dressed. Thanks to the opening, he is reunited with his Heba, a 25 year old Palestinian refugee in Egypt who he promised to marry two years before but hadn't seen again until now.  These are ordinary stories of occupation and denial of entry, which don't only involve Gaza but the entirety of the Palestinian occupied territories, and are the subject of the campaign for the right to enter the territories (http://www.righttoenter.ps).  With the border again closed, women will go back to passing through dark underground corridors to then enclose themselves in the gigantic open-air prison that is the Strip.  Abu Ashraf, "King of Bride Smuggling," will continue to make money until an Israeli missile destroys the tunnel.   Tunnels, he says "are typically used to escape prisons, not enter them, therefore it's true love" that brings the women through them.  We instead are active so that smuggling will be ended by the freedom of movement for all Palestinians.   
"The Accomplices"

"Palestine, A Need to Break the Silence. Italy and Europe should Act Here and Now"
The late and uncertain reactions of the European Union are aggravating

the isolation and the dramatic situation of the people in the territories. 

Published in the Italian Newspaper LIBERAZIONE – 22/01/2008
More than forty Palestinians have been killed and hundreds wounded in just one week of heavy Israeli raids into the Gaza Strip and West Bank.   Amongst the victims is a woman who died as a consequence of the attack on the Interior Ministry, carpet bombed on Friday, January 18 th, according to plan: a planned war and collective punishment against an "enemy entity" in which 1.5 million people live. By this hour the crossing point for fuel and medicine has supposedly been reopened. Yet this happens only after four consecutive days of total siege during which the inhabitants of the strip were forced to stay for hours in the cold and darkness due to the fuel cut. The defense ministry, in reality the war ministry, led by Ehud Barak, has completely sealed all the borders, blocking even the humanitarian convoys from the United Nations in a strip already suffocated from months of closure, with patients in the hospital who can't receive care, generators and water pumps shut, long lines for bread in front of bakeries, and the UNRWA announcing: "If the present situation persists we'll have to stop distributing food for 860,000 people by Thursday or Friday."   The UN agency that deals with assisting Palestinian refugees however, has repeated these denunciations over and over in recent months. Evidently though, this has been ignored by those "merchants of politics and wars" when we are still seeing, according to Amnesty International and other NGO's, at least thirteen patients with cancer or other severe diseases not allowed outside the strip for treatment and facing the risk of dying in silence. This is what happened to   62 others since the beginning of the siege due to lack of permits and what continues happening to even more people being wounded and killed now in the latest bombings. Its hard to keep up with the number of the dead; they increase hour by hour at every time one checks with the news agencies.   It's hard to explain that behind each number there are children, women and men: "we've killed 810 Palestinians," says Diskin, head of the Shin Bet and commander of the Gaza Brigade.   Colonel Ron Ashrov congratulates himself for having conducted an operation with great success given his operation had killed eighteen Palestinians last week in Zeitun.  And there is no condemnation from the international community nor from the European Union, apart from the isolated statements of the EU commissioner for exterior relations, Benita Ferrero Waldner, who yesterday demanded that Israel "resume the delivery of oil and reopen the borders" to humanitarian aid, and the late voices from the Italian and French governments who express preoccupation over "an already catastrophic humanitarian situation."   Apart from condemnation for the worsening of the humanitarian crisis and requests to allow the entrance of medicine and fuel, nobody has so far firmly demanded the reopening of the strip's crossings to people and merchandise and the end of the embargo that is strangling Gaza.   Ending the siege also represents the only way to stop the Qassam rocket launchings on Israeli civilians by Palestinians, condemnable, counterproductive, and a sign of powerlessness and anger, not of resistance.   The European Union, instead, has remained deaf to the resolution voted on last October in the European Parliament demanding that the Israeli government put an end to the siege of Gaza, and has demonstrated a complete lack of political efficacy for an immediate stand against all we are witnessing numbly, and yet are responsible for. The EU should first ask forgiveness for not having helped end the Israeli military occupation and for not having helped the formation of two people and two states; ask forgiveness for the dead in the Strip, for not having ordered immediately and with a unified voice a stop to Israeli air strikes.   Forgiveness for not yet having the strength to propose the immediate intervention of an international force that would protect both civil populations, of occupied Palestine and of Israel, and can guarantee them the legality and security that forty years of Israeli military occupation have washed away, together with any hope for peace and notwithstanding the broken promises of Annapolis. Yesterday a new international presence to protect civilians was demanded by Prime Minister Salam Fayyad in an interview with the newspaper L'Unita "to create the minimal condition for negotiations to develop in the best way." He also appealed to the Italian government to "act, together with other European countries, on Israel, and make it end its collective punishment inflicted on the civilian population in Gaza."   

Instead the policies of the EU and the international community have contributed to the division of the Palestinian population and the weakening of it's political representation; wasting the chance to strengthen the cohesion by denying support to the national unity government, a government in which all Palestinian political entities were gathered around a table and agreeing on a shared political platform of resuming negotiations with Israel, the right of two states for two peoples based on the 1967 border and with Jerusalem as a shared capitol.   We have contributed in the creation of this crisis and to the basis for a logic that is key to US and Israeli politics of dividi et impera consuming a people already exhausted, occupied, and under siege.  Also we are now complicit in this logic if we do not promote the principle that only a policy of inclusion can lead the way for a just and lasting peace, if we don't concretely support the tenacious efforts of President Mahmoud Abbas and of Prime Minister Salam Fayyad for the unity of the Palestinian people and territory, and if at last we don't at last send positive messages, even within tragedies, like a delegation of Fatah members did a few days ago visiting Mahmoud Az-Zahhar, Hamas leader and ex-foreign minister in the Gaza Strip to express condolences for the killing of his son Husam during one of the Israeli air strikes last Tuesday, or like the grief of the father of the Israeli soldier Shalit, kidnapped by Hamas and not released because the Israeli government does not want to free Palestinian prisoners.   

With all of this blood, with all of these deaths, nobody can be absolved for their silence. The European Union, just like the policy of the Quartet, are responsible and need to assume responsibility: demand the end of the bombings and the siege of Gaza – as asked by civil society the world over reunited in the "End the Siege" campaign ( www.end-gaza-siege.ps   / email: end.gaza.siege@gmail.com) -  that on the 26th will see Israeli, Palestinian and International organizations try to break the siege by marching together at the Eretz crossing into Gaza with a convoy carrying goods gathered by the Israeli population.   Also in Rome, as in other cities in the world, people will gather to ask for the end of the siege of Gaza.  But it should be the government and the United Nations to act to ensure an international protection of the civilian population, work for the unity of the Palestinian people and the end of the Israeli occupation.   And overall it is time to put pressure on Ehud Olmert's government to respect the promises made to gain peace and security, starting with the end of the raids into Gaza and ceasing the expansion of illegal settlements in the West Bank and Jerusalem. Olmert's current policy pushes for acts of war, spreads violence and incites revenge, destroying any possibility of peace and security for both populations. 

We need to break the silence and act:  Italy and Europe should respond to the appeal by Fayyad to "save Gaza from pain," it's also the way to stop the rockets that are raining on the city of Sderot and support the many Israelis and the majority of Palestinians who want peace and equal rights and who still find the courage to refuse and the tenacity to resist in the popular and non-violent fight.   
PRESS RELEASES

FREED THE 6 HUMAN RIGHTS ACTVISTS ARRESTED BY THE ISRAELI ARMY FOR TAKING MEDICINES AND TOYS TO GAZA BY SEA
 

Luisa Morgantini and a delegation from the End the Siege in Gaza campaign will be in Brussels next Wednesday, 8th July, and meet EU HR Solana to present their protests
 

Rome, 7th July 2009
 

Finally Israel released yesterday the Nobel Peace Prize winner Mairead Maguire, the former U.S. congresswoman Cynthia McKinney and all the human rights activists of the Free Gaza Movement arrested on 30th June while they were trying to taking medicines and toys to Gaza by boat, forcibly boarded by the Israeli Navy, who threatened to fire and confiscated the ship.

A Delegation of members of European Parliaments and activists from the End the Siege Campaign will meet on Wednesday 8th July at 11 a.m. the HR for EU Foreign Affairs Javier Solana in order to   reiterate the request -arriving from many NGOs and human rights organizations in the world, as well as from European Parliament’s resolutions - to break the siege of Gaza and to compel Israel to open the borders for people and goods. The delegation will also denounce the case of SPIRIT OF HUMANITY - the ship aimed to deliver humanitarian assistance to the people of Gaza- and protest against the takeover by Israel's navy of the boat and of its 21-member crew in violation of the international law.
The delegation will accuse once again the lack of legality and Humanity shown by the Israeli Authorities preventing medicines and toys to enter in Gaza, arresting and abducting human rights defenders and journalists, and also denying the right for Nobel Peace Prize winner Mairead Maguire –arriving today in Ireland- to access her medicine: the same or probably worse happens for about 11000 Palestinian Prisoners in Israeli jails -many without trial- and the worst of course happens with the collective punishment of Gaza population, prevented to basic needs through the siege as Mairead Maguire denounced in an interview from an Israeli prison. 

“We have been detained, and we want the people of the world to see how we have been treated just because we wanted to deliver humanitarian assistance to the people of Gaza; how can I be in prison for collecting crayons to kids?” asked in a letter written from her cell in Ramle prison a former U.S. congresswoman Cynthia McKinney.

Legality and human dignity must always and everywhere be respected: Israel must stop its illegal policies. The inhuman siege of the Strip must immediately end, as well as all settlements activity in the West Bank and the Israeli military occupation, the only way to achieve a peaceful and just solution in the region. The delegation, who will meet the HR for EU Foreign Affairs Javier Solana, will be very adamant in its request. 

Palestinians crossing checkpoints are not allowed to bring food or drink

 

A West Bank checkpoint managed by an Israeli private security company stops Palestinians passing through with bottles of water and food.
 

Machsom Watch, an Israeli women's organization against the occupation and for human rights which is monitoring checkpoints, denounced this policy which has been confirmed by Palestinian workers.
 

Rome, 1st July 2009
 

The checkpoint is called Sha'ar Efraim, south of Tulkarem, and is managed for the Defense Ministry by the private security company Modi'in Ezrahi. Here, all those Palestinians who work in Israel are prevented from passing through the checkpoint because they bring home-made food, coffee, tea and a spice called zaatar but also bottles of frozen water or soft drinks, all of which they need to eat and drink at lunchtime during their working day. Buying food and drinks in Israeli stores would be far too expensive for them because they are paid such low wages. 
The situation is absurd but it is the reality. The Israeli security company, in fact,  dictates the quantity of items allowed to pass through the checkpoint: five pitas, one container of hummus and canned tuna, one small bottle or can of drink, one or two slices of cheese, a few spoonfuls of sugar, and 5 to 10 olives. Cooking utensils and work tools are also forbidden. Any food exceeding these amounts are confiscated and workers are held waiting for hours. 
However the quantities of food and drinks admitted by Modi'in Ezrahi are not enough for the daily dietary needs of these workers. 
These people, men and women, leave their homes in the occupied West Bank as early as 2 am in order to be on time and to wait at the checkpoint for another two hours or more: lateness at work would result in their immediate dismissal. So their working day also includes all those difficulties and humiliations to which  all Palestinians are subjected because of the Israeli military occupation. It is like an endless hell. 
Machsom Watch reported the case of a 32-year-old construction worker from Tulkarem, who is employed in Hadera, in Israel, whose lunch bag was confiscated at the checkpoint: six pitas, 2 cans of cream cheese, one kilogram of sugar in a plastic bag, and a salad. 
Machsom Watch also asked for information from the Israel Defense Forces about these new bans but got no answers, while a security guard declared that food restrictions were imposed due to "security and health risks", even if at other checkpoints workers can bring all the food items banned at Sha'ar Efraim. 
A statement released by the IDF reports: "There are no limits on food quantities. They may take through the food necessary for their personal consumption during a day's work. When a worker arrives with a large quantity of goods intended for sale rather than for personal use, he is asked to pass through the goods crossing instead, where the goods are handled appropriately and with the appropriate customs checks. This crossing is intended for pedestrians and not for goods." 
But the Palestinians in question do not bring food exceeding the quantities allowed in order to sell it. On the contrary,  they need to consume it during the entire week: for many of them, in fact, it’s impossible to wake up every morning at 2 a.m. in order to go to work, so they decide to spend the night in Israel running the risk of being arrested at all times since their permit is issued on daily basis and every evening they are supposed to go back to their villages at 7 p.m. So they decide to stay in Israel sometimes, with the complicity of their employers –Israelis- who prefer them to be  “fresh and ready for use”; they sleep in makeshift accommodation in construction sites, cubby holes, empty buildings or at bus stations, in precarious and insecure conditions, the same conditions in which we see immigrants without documents or homes in our cities.           
However, there is no plausible reason for such absurd restrictions. Although, on the one hand they appear ridiculous, on the other, on the contrary they represent a further violation of the rights of the Palestinian people, who too often and for too long have been submitted to humiliations and abuses at the mercy of the arrogance and illegality of the Israeli occupation, of the wall, of the settlements’ expansion. For many years Gaza has been compelled to suffer hunger because of the siege and now with these episodes also in the West Bank they want to control the quantity of food that every person can eat. This is only the latest abuse of power. Up until which point can we permit to the Israeli Authorities to carry out similar policies that are not only illegal but that aim to destroy the complete identity and dignity of the Palestinian people?      
EAST JERUSALEM TARGET OF THE ISRAELI COLONIAL AND ETHNIC CLEANSING POLICIES 
The EU, the Quartet and the entire International Community have the power and the duty to stop it. So do it!
Rome, 6th March 2009 
 

The Jerusalem Municipality is planning to demolish 88 residential units including 114 houses inhabited by 1500 Palestinian residents of al-Bustan Quarter in Silwan -East Jerusalem- in order to replace it with an archaeological park administered and financed by Israeli settlers. Moreover further 36 Palestinian families, about 230 people, received new demolition orders for their homes in Abbasieh Quarter, always in Silwan, and other 55 families in Shu’fat Camp have to evacuate their habitations, rising to 179 homes the total number of Palestinian homes planned to be demolished: once again, targeting East Jerusalem, Israel shows clearly the continuity of its illegal colonial policy and destroys all chance for peace. 

If this demolitions in Silwan, where groups of settlers already established inside, will be actuated it would be the biggest plan since the beginning of the Israeli occupation in 1967, in an historical and symbolical area of East Jerusalem, at less than 400 meters from the Al-Aqsa Mosque and the Wailing Wall. According to the Israeli B'Tselem human rights organization, Israeli Authorities have demolished some 350 houses in East Jerusalem since 2004. Furthermore, according to recent reports (Peace Now) at least 73,300 Israeli housing units are planned to be constructed in all the West Bank, doubling the yet existing number. 

Even a group of twenty Israeli writers and researchers -including Amos Oz and David Grossman- in a letter addressed to Jerusalem Mayor Nir Barkat urged the government to rescind orders to evict people from their homes since such policies violate “elementary human rights" they said. Demolishing those houses –the most recent ones built more than 15 years ago but many of them built over 80 years ago representing the only shelter for generations and generations- would represent a forced displacement for thousands of Palestinians, a catastrophe for many families -children, women and elders who will suffer the most- and also a great obstacle to the resumption of all peace negations. The Committee of the  residents of Silwan (more than 40,000 Palestinians), in a letter to the new US secretary of State Hillary Clinton called for true efforts to stop these organized offences against Silwan and other areas in Jerusalem, all actions “against of the morality of all religions and people”: they simply claim their rights in the name of justice and legality.

The US secretary of State Clinton, during her visit to the West Bank, meeting the Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas and the Palestinian PM Salam Fayyad, defined the Israel’s East Jerusalem home demolitions "unhelpful" for the peace process: but the word “unhelpful” is not enough and it doesn’t change facts on the ground. The EU, the Quartet and the entire International Community have the power and the duty to stop these policies. Last delegation of Members of the European Parliament witnessed the situation during a fact finding mission to Gaza and West Bank from 26th to 1st March: after their visit to East Jerusalem and the meeting with the Al Kurd family -still living in a tent- they sent a letter of protest to different authorities.   

PALESTINIAN EXTRA VIRGIN OLIVE OIL INTO THE EU PARLIAMENT 

Bruxelles 23rd January 
It will be distributed in all tables and restaurants of the European Parliament in Brussels and in Strasbourg, the olive oil produced in the Palestinian Occupied Territories and rigorously Fair Trade. Since long time, the EP utilizes Fair Trade products, thanks to the initiative by the GUE/NGL Parliamentary group and in collaboration with the Fair Trade organizations, but it is the first time for a Palestinian product. "It aims to be also a symbolic act - declared Luisa Morgantini, Vice President of the European Parliament and promoter of the initiative- but it will also be an important support to the Palestinian farmers' cooperatives, women and men who continue to cultivate, to love and to defend their lands threatened and expropriated by the violence perpetrated by the Israeli military occupation, by the colonial annexation wall that goes on uprooting trees, demolishing houses and steeling the cultivated lands to the farmers. From now on eating in the tables or in the restaurant of the EP will be for me and for many others an emotion and also a solidarity act by seeing the Palestinian Label over this product that because of its precious flavour represents an hymn to the taste and to the fair trade". The extra virgin olive oil is produced by the Parc - The Palestinian Agricultural Relief Committees- distributed by Oxfam and reports in its label the website http://www.palestinianfairtrade.ps/english.php Palestinian Fair Trade Department (FTD). 

GAZA, EP: IMMEDIATE CEASE-FIRE AND LIFT THE BLOCKADE 

Strasbourg, 15th January 2009 

An immediate and permanent ceasefire in Gaza, the lifting of the blockade “represents collective punishment in contravention of international humanitarian law”, the re‑opening of the crossing points for the passage of people and goods from and towards the Strip and the reconfirmation of the choice not to proceed with the vote for the upgrade of EU-Israel relations: these are the main points of the common resolution approved today by the unanimity of the plenary of the European Parliament. According to different sources, news report that Hamas would be ready to accept the truce but Israel continues with its aggression: while the European Parliamentarians were voting for the resolution that expresses “its shock at the suffering of the civilian population in Gaza” and “strongly deplores, in particular, the fact that civilian and UN targets have been hit during the attacks”, headquarters of UNRWA in Gaza city have been shelled by Israeli bombs, fallen dawn also on hospitals and Headquarters of Palestinian Red Crescent Society. The European Parliament strongly calls on Israel to fulfil International obligations and the humanitarian law, to guarantee ‘corridors’ for the access of aid for civilians and to allow the international press to follow events on the round. The resolution calls also on Hamas to stop the rockets on civil population in southern Israel and to work for the Palestinian, political and territorial unity. It’s a shame that the PPE and UEN groups – but not followed by many of their MEPs- asked for a split vote concerning the blockade on Gaza and the Israeli violation of human rights: more than 1,000 people killed and more than 4,000 wounded persons in Gaza are a tragedy and a crime that don’t admit distinctions. On the contrary, we agree and support the appeal from many International and European NGOs, by Peace Nobel Laureates and by a big part of civil society mobilized in these days for peace, in order to bring Israel in front of the International Court of Justice for the war crimes committed against civilians in Gaza –as requested also by Human Rights Commission of the UN- and that an International Court will verify also if unconventional weapons have been used by the Israeli army in the Strip. 

'The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters:

ISRAELI SETTLERS ARE A TRAGEDY FOR PALESTINIANS AND A DANGER FOR ISRAEL

Soon International forces to protect the Palestinian population
Rome 7 December 2008

What is happening in Hebron is not an episodic case: years of complicity, backing, connivance by the different governments succeeded at the Head of the State of Israel -that carried on a  colonial policy against  International Legality- are behind the tragic facts and the violence perpetrated by Israeli settlers in the last week in Hebron an  other towns, where they were attacking Palestinians, uprooting trees, burning homes and mosques; a violence that since many years affects daily life of Palestinian civil population in the entire occupied Territory. 

The case of the 'House of Contention' is only the last episode of the reports describing daily life in Hebron, a ghost city where 120.000 Palestinians people live as hostages because of the presence of 500 or 600 Israeli settlers protected by thousands of soldiers and paramilitary forces, and where everyday there are provocations, aggressions and racist slogans like "Death to the Arabs". More than 800 Palestinian shops were forced to close because of settlers attacks: over these closed shops settlers designed the star of David as a sign of conquest.

The violence by Israeli settlers of Hebron, supported by settlers coming from the entire region, started after and in retaliation against the Israeli High Court's decision to evacuate a Palestinian house arbitrarily occupied by a group of 13 Israeli families. The eviction took place yesterday through the use of 600 Israeli policemen and after the personal and direct involvement of the Israeli Defence Minister Ehud Barak, with clashes, incidents and wounding. 

"In this case, the Israeli Government was able to find hard words and concrete acts against settlers who continue, despite of all, with their aggressions and devastations against Palestinians: we saw these settlers in photos portraying them launching stones or even shooting, many of them very very young but already blinded by a violence and an extremism that frightens, that burns, destroys and torments the Palestinian population to push them to leave Hebron, Nablus, Jerusalem, Tulkarem and other cities in the occupied West Bank. But they represents also a risk for Israel since they are becoming more and more aggressive and violent. The Israeli government should blame itself because it is known that 'the Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters'.     

We are wondering why the same hardness and determination by Defence Minister Barak or by Foreign Affairs Livni or by the outgoing PM Olmert, didn't arrive before,  evacuating and freezing all illegal settlements; why they didn't understand before and prevented the danger that these settlers represent also for the State of Israel.   

The reality is that despite of all promises of peace, since Annapolis, the Israeli settlements increased, as well  as illegal settlements increased also in East Jerusalem, as well as it continues the construction of the wall that steels Palestinian lands, that uproots the trees, that prevent the freedom of movement, that humiliates and denies a possible future for Palestinians today, after 60 years of Nakbah and more than 40 years of military occupation. Now, I really would not like to see what happened after that Baruch Goldstein made the massacre inside the Abraham Mosque: more settlers and more soldiers to defend their illegal occupation of the old city and the expansion of Kyriat Arba settlement.

Of course the responsibility  lies also on the International Community and the Quartet who didn't do anything to stop these persecutions. They cannot say, they did not know. 

Every week the TIPH, a civilian observer mission in Hebron monitoring human rights law and illegalities, send reports to the Member States on the increasing violence perpetrated, over the years, by the Israeli settlers. But nothing has been done. 

And so I agree with Hatem Abdul Qader, Advisor to PM Salam Fayyad, who lamenting about our silence concerning these days' facts in Hebron and questioning himself about the EU role, asked "If the Europeans feel helpless to even issue a condemnation statement, how can we expect them to contribute to the solving of the conflict?"  I call on the UN, on the Quartet, on whoever care about justice and peace: stop the settlers and the settlement, send international forces to protect the Palestinian population.

"Israel IS NOT ABOVE THE LAW"

The European Parliament suspends the vote on the upgrade of EU – Israel relations

Brussels, 4th December 

The European Parliament  (EP) today postponed the  vote on the proposal by the EU Commission and Council for the draft recommendation to conclude a Protocol to the EU-Israel Association Agreement and on the general principles governing the State of Israel's participation in Community programmes . The vote was originally scheduled for tomorrow, Thursday, December 4, in the EP in Brussels.   

This vote would  have been an important step in the process of upgrading EU-Israel relations,  which was  requested by the Israeli Minister for Foreign Affairs, Tzipi Livni, during  her hearing in the EP Committee on Foreign Affairs,  within the framework of the Protocol for the Association Agreement between EU and Israel.   However, the European Parliament voted  differently :  the majority of  parliamentarians  called for  a  postponement of the vote to another date yet to be  determined, as requested by the GUE/NGL and Greens groups, with agreement  from  the Socialist Party,  some of the Liberals (ALDE) and some MEPs  from the Popular Party. "It's time  for the Israeli Government  to stop considering  itself above the law and start respecting  it,  beginning by freezing all settlement -building activities and ending its siege on the Gaza Strip. Until the Israeli Government  signals its willingness to abide by international law and especially human rights and humanitarian law, the European Parliament is not disposed to vote," declared Luisa Morgantini, Vice President of the European Parliament.   

"Today's vote  is an important political message, directed not against Israel, but at pushing the Israeli leadership to  respect their obligations in order to achieve tangible results from the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations, so that they can  reach a peaceful solution  and  the security of the two peoples.  It is also a signal  to the EU Council and Commission,  that they must put pressure on Israel to stop its colonization of the 1967 Occupied Palestinian Territory.   

But this vote is also a  sign  of hope for the Palestinians, telling them that the European Parliament is not deaf to the suffering of people in Gaza and  the West Bank, and that the EP is not only determined to verbally criticize the situation but to take concrete action for the respect of human rights and international law.  

It is also an answer to PM Salam Fayyad, who launched an appeal to the EU  to not upgrade its relations with Israel since after Annapolis there have not been improvements, neither  in lifting the closures on Palestinian areas nor freezing settlements; it is also an answer to Palestinian civil society and to the NGOs that  have sent many letters to European Parliamentarians. 

Finally this vote is  positive for us Europeans, who are showing to ourselves and to the entire world that respect for human rights and the achievement of justice are not  an abstract declaration of principles," concluded Luisa Morgantini.

A RESOLUTION OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT ON THE CASE OF AL -KURD FAMILY IS ADOPTED, WHILE ISRAEL DESTROYS THE PROTEST TENT 

Strasbourg 20th November 2008
Just after Israeli police evicted for the second time Um Kamel Al-Kurd from her protest tent and destroyed the tent and all its contents, an urgency was presented on the case of this family and a debate took place today in the Plenary Session of  the European Parliament.  

A resolution was adopted this afternoon by the Plenary, asking the Israeli authorities to stop their illegal actions. The European Parliament, considering the Israeli action against international law and a danger for other 26 families living under the threat of eviction, called on Israel to immediately halt any expansion of settlements and called on the Council, the Commission and the international community, to protect Palestinian residents in the Sheikh Jarrah neighbourhood and other areas of East Jerusalem. Affirming that East Jerusalem is not subject to the jurisdiction of Israeli courts, since the EU does not recognize the annexation by Israel of this part of the city, the European Parliament urged Israel to refrain from all unilateral measures that pre-empt the result of the final status negotiations. Such actions only damage the chances of reaching a peace agreement. Luisa Morgantini, Vice President of the European Parliament, one of the author of the resolution which was presented by the political groups, in her intervention emphasized that this policy is not an incident but part of the colonial practice of the Israeli government evidenced in the increase of illegal settlements,  the demolition of Palestinian houses, in the siege on Gaza and the blocking of movement with closures and check points all along the West Bank. She also reported: "Two weeks ago, a European Parliament delegation to the Palestinian Occupied Territories, composed of members from different political groups and including myself, visited the Al-Kurd family in its home: we witnessed the violence and abuse suffered by the family because of settlers who live in the same courtyard. They no longer have that home and an Israeli bulldozer cruelly evicted them from the tent situated  in the courtyard of a Palestinian-owned house". The Al-Kurd family includes Um Kamel, her husband – who is partially paralysed, and suffering from chronic heart disease – and their 5 children. This family, already refugees in 1948, when they were displaced from West Jerusalem, has once again been dispossessed of its home, where it has been living since 1956. A group of extremist settlers claim ownership to that house and 26 other houses in the same neighbourhood, on the basis of an Ottoman title deed dating from 1880, the authenticity of which is doubtful and which is also disputed by United States. The project of the Jewish associations is to build 200 hundreds colonial units that will replace the Palestinian homes.
ANOTHER PALESTINIAN FAMILY EXPELLED FROM ITS HOME IN EAST JERUSALEM AND HUNDREDS OF HOUSES DEMOLISHED. 

ISRAEL’S  COLONIAL POLICIES KILL ANY CHANCE FOR A PEACE PROCESS! 

Brussels, 12th November 2008  

Israeli police recently expelled the Al–Kurd family from its house,  in the dark of night, in the Sheikh Jarrah area in East Jerusalem. The family includes Umm Kamal, the mother, her husband – who is partially paralysed and suffering from chronic heart disease – and their 5 children. Already refugees in 1948, when they were displaced from West Jerusalem, the family has once again been dispossessed of its home, where it has been living since 1956.

A group of extremist settlers claim ownership to that house and 26 other houses in the same neighbourhood, on the basis of an Ottoman title deed dating from 1880,  the authenticity of which is doubtful and which is also disputed by United States. One week ago, a European Parliament delegation to the Palestinian Occupied Territories, composed of deputies from different political groups and including myself, visited the Al-Kurd family in its home: we witnessed the violence and abuse suffered by the family because of settlers who live in the same courtyard. They no longer have that home. In the Sheikh Jarrah neighbourhood, more than 500 Palestinians face the daily threat of expulsion from their homes because of Jewish extremist associations’ claims, who apply Palestinian Population Transfer policies. The expulsion of the Al-Kurd family is part of a  colonial  Israeli policy, which jeopardises any chance of a peace process, day by day, demolition after demolition, colony after colony, and particularly in Jerusalem. In this city, after many years of  labour, right-wing and ultra-orthodox administration, which permitted the illegal the expansion of Israeli colonies to the eastern part of the city, Nir Barkat – who made the construction of new Jewish colonies within East Jerusalem the first priority of his campaign - was yesterday elected mayor. An end should  immediately be put to these policies and they must be condemned and sanctioned by the International Community. The situation of confusion generated by the change from the Bush administration to the subsequent and more promising Obama administration means that we cannot remain silent about these and similar violations in West Bank as well as in Gaza where, due to the siege, the situation continues to deteriorate. Only yesterday were crossings reopened, after 6 days' closure, after a black-out resulting from a total lack of  fuel and after the state of alert declared by UNRWA which denounced – because of the closure - the absolute impossibility to distribute aid to the 750.000 Palestinians living in the refugee camps. And we now shudder to think about the possibility that the truce will definitively be broken because of the four Palestinians killed today by fire from Israeli warplanes, which came back to fly and shoot from the sky above the Strip. Last Monday, the EU Presidency expressed  its deep concern at the demolitions by Israeli bulldozers of several Palestinian houses in East Jerusalem.  It is high time that Brussels does all in its power to ensure that the arbitrary and unilateral measures by the Israeli Government do not destroy all chances of a peace process. This is more urgent today than ever before and it is evident that all useful instruments must be used – including the suspension of the EU-Israel Association agreement - to ensure that International Law is respected.

Tony Blair is not performing his duty: the cancellation of his visit to Gaza is another sign of his lack of determination and commitment

Rome, 16th July 2008

It's a very negative signal that the International Quartet Envoy Tony Blair's planned trip to the Gaza was cancelled yesterday, Tuesday 15th July, following what was described as "specific security threats that made the visit impossible". 

As a delegation of the European Parliament we visited, last June, the Occupied Palestinian Territories, Gaza Strip, West Bank and East Jerusalem. Our visit in Gaza was perfectly coordinated by UNRWA, and we didn’t feel any sort of insecurity, but only despair and responsibility looking at the living conditions of the Palestinian population under an illegal siege (don’t worry we also went to see the danger and the damages of the rockets fired on Sderot).

I really hope that the Israeli authorities' pressures or other forces are not behind this decision by Tony Blair not to go to Gaza Strip, using the threat of security in order to prevent to witness the disaster of the blockade.

Palestinians, both in West Bank and in Gaza Strip, deplored the fact that Tony Blair had never visited the Strip, despite of the duties related to his role as Quartet Representative that include mobilizing international assistance to the Palestinians, working closely with donors and others, as well as helping to implement plans and concrete projects aimed to promote Palestinian economic development. 

Those projects are fundamental and urgent in order to ensure as soon as possible a better and more healthy life for Palestinians, and especially those aimed to solve the increasing pollution in Gaza Strip due to the malfunctioning of the drainage system, such as in Beit Lahya, in northern Gaza Strip where Mr Tony Blair was due to be yesterday.   

We saw sewage waters running freely and visibly through the streets of Gaza city and other cities of the Strip and ending up in the sea: any delay in this sense will be a tragedy not only for all the Palestinians living there, but also for the Israelis, sharing the same and polluted Mediterranean Sea.  

For this reason Tony Blair's visit could be -and it can of course be in the future- a fundamental opportunity to improve the living conditions for Palestinians in Gaza, showing that they are not alone, giving at same time a signal of hope for the unity and the reconciliation of the Palestinian people and Territory and finally also demonstrating, instead of a double standards policy, an impartial attitude by the International Community towards this conflict, starting concretely to end the collective punishment of Palestinians in Gaza represented by the Israeli siege and closures for people and goods.

EP re-calls for the end of the  blockade in Gaza :
the policy of isolation and collective punishment has failed
 
Strasbourg 21st February 2008 
 
Today the European Parliament approved a resolution that calls once again, after a previous resolution already voted on 11th October 2007, for the lift of the Israeli blockade on Gaza Strip. "Now, European Union has no more excuses - declared Luisa Morgantini- We must immediately take effective actions to implement these resolutions and stop the illegal and collective punishment of civilians in the Strip, where 98 Palestinian patients, including 17 children, already died for the lack of medicines and treatments due to the siege: the MEPs delegation visited the Shifa Hospital in Gaza and saw at least 30 premature babies still alive thanks to the incubators but that will die if generators would stop for the lack of fuel due to the cut off of refuelling supplies and to the closure decided by the Israeli Government. That’s  unlawful  and inhuman”. 
“The resolution voted today, calling on Israel for an end to the blockade, for a controlled re-opening of the crossings in and out of Gaza, for guaranteeing the movement of people and goods at Rafah, Karni and other crossings, clearly affirms that “the policy of isolation of Gaza Strip has failed both at the political and at the humanitarian level"- she added. “Reminding that “civilian population should be exempt from any military action and any collective punishment” through this resolution, the EP strongly urges Israel to fulfil its international obligations, as an occupying power, guaranteeing “a continuous and sufficient flow of humanitarian aid, humanitarian assistance and essential goods and services, including fuel and power supplies” condemning at the same time the Israel's decision to introduce progressive five per cent per week cuts in power supplies to the Strip not enough for a minimum humanitarian needs and welcoming the petition from 10 Israeli human rights organisations against fuel and electricity cuts in the Gaza Strip”. 

“Finally- concluded Luisa Morgantini- today resolution reminds to Europe that it must be able to be more effective not only in condemning all violence, all military actions killing and endangering civilians and extrajudicial targeted killings actuated by Israel, as well as all Qassam rockets fired on civilians of the Israeli town of Sderot, perpetrated by some extremist Palestinian groups, but also through its deeds and commitments. The time of empty words and of betrayed promises is ended: all the Palestinians and the Israelis who want the peace deserve our support and efforts to work concretely for guaranteeing the respect of the international humanitarian law, for the resumption of all inclusive peace negotiations, including also the Arab League,  based on the freezing of all illegal Israeli settlements in West Bank and in East Jerusalem, the end of the military occupation and for the establishment of a free, sovereign, united Palestinian State, composed by the West Bank and the Gaza Strip on ‘67 borders in coexistence , security and peace with the Israeli State”.

Yesterday 20th February Luisa Morgantini, Vice President of the European Parliament (GUE/NGL), and General Philippe Morillon (ALDE) organized a press conference titled “Coming Back from Gaza and Sderot” with the participation of  Members  from different political groups  of the European Parliament who took part to the fact finding mission to Israel and Palestine, 2-7 February 2008, in order to expose the results of their mission and report the situation found on the ground, in particular focusing on the humanitarian crisis in Gaza Strip. MEP Jill Evans (GREEN), who participated to the mission in Gaza and Sderot affirmed that "The situation in Palestine is reaching breaking point. The siege is an inhuman and illegal collective punishment of the people in Gaza and is causing huge suffering. It has to be stopped. There has to be international action to lift the siege, end the occupation and resume peace negotiations". MEP Richard Howitt, Vice-President of the European Parliament's Human Rights Sub-Committee and also in the delegation  who went to Israel and Palestine added: "This is a state of siege imposing medieval conditions on the people of Gaza, and is today identified by the European Parliament as a clear breach of human rights. European countries should take the lead to secure support from all sides in their UN Human Rights Council to seek enforcement of international humanitarian law".
“In Gaza, there is a humanitarian crisis building and an economic breakdown happening which can only benefit the violent, the lawless and the zealots on all sides: we have to support those who want to live "normal", peaceful lives before that becomes impossible” - declared MEP Jean Lambert (GREEN) who also visited with the delegation Gaza and Sderot- “Both sides are hostages of their own extremists. That's why the International Community should enforce a sustainable peace both on Israel and Palestine: it's the basic interest of the peace-loving Israelis and Palestinians as well”- added MEP Gyula Hegyi (PSE) another participant to the mission. 
LET’S RECOGNISE OUR FAILURE: WE ARE COMPLICIT IN THE ESCALATION OF VIOLENCE 

 By Luisa Morgantini, 22th May 2007

Israelis and Palestinians are paying the price of our lack of capacity to act politically with responsibility and justice in the Middle East.

Once again, the devastating consequences overwhelm the Palestinian civilians, the thousands of refugees in Lebanon who are facing the attacks of the Lebanese army. Once again the Palestinians are subject to collective punishment because of a group of extremists, enemies of the Palestinian people - Fatah El Islam. 
 The European Union, the international community must feel morally responsible for the escalation of violence, morally implicated in the killing of helpless civilians in Gaza and in the Lebanese refugee camps. The risk of externalisation of the conflict between Israel and Palestine is the business of us all. It is necessary to maintain the autonomy of the Palestinian cause and of the rights of the peoples of Israel and Palestine to have two sovereign states, recognised and secure. The time for words is past: It is an indispensable duty to recognise our failure, that of the international community, of the parties, of the movements to uphold international law and put an end to a military occupation that has lasted forty years. The tragedy of these days was announced long ago. We've been repeating the slogan "Two peoples and two states"  since 1980, but only one state exist, the Israeli state, an occupying power without security. On the other side is an occupied people, humiliated and without freedom. 

Humanitarian aid from the European Union is no substitute for what is indispensable: a political solution and a transparent diplomatic effort, working for the unity of Palestinians and not for their division and able to impose respect for international law on the Israeli government. 

Why are we helping extremists to undermine the power of the national unity government?   What more must the Palestinian government do?

The steps that are needed now from the EU and from the quartet are the recognition of the Palestinian national unity government, which in all its complexity of political representation, responds to the conditions set by the quartet with its own programme and expresses the will to return to the negotiating table, accepting the historic opportunity of the Arab League peace initiative. Secondly, it is urgent to apply pressure on the Israeli government in every possible way so that it ceases the systematic abuse of international law; the unpunished target killings, the theft of land with the construction of the Wall, and the Palestinian taxes and revenues arbitrarily withheld. The military occupation kills every hypothesis of security, every hope of peace, for both the Palestinians and the Israelis. The Palestinians must recover their unity and stop their fratricidal fighting and do everything possible to stop the rocket attacks on neighbouring Israeli cities. Palestine is falling to pieces and with it the entire Middle East: the consequences of these injustices and for this violence will come back on us after they have destroyed thousands of innocent civilians. 
LUISA MORGANTINI CALLS FOR REVIVAL OF MIDDLE EAST PEACE PROCESS 
By Luisa Morgantini, 13th May  2007

Luisa Morgantini (GUE/NGL), Vice President of the European Parliament called for the revival of the Middle East peace process during a meeting of the International Women’s Commission (IWC) in Jerusalem on 13 May. The IWC is a commission of Palestinian, Israeli and international women established under the auspices of the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) to implement UN resolution 1325 calling for women’s involvement in conflict resolution with the specific mission to work for a just and lasting peace between Israel and Palestine. Ms. Morgatini said: "It is more important than ever to resume peace talks, taking advantage of the historical opportunity represented by the peace initiative of the Arab League. A just and lasting peace is the only way to guarantee security for Palestine and Israel and to put an end to the conflict based on a ‘two peoples, two states’ solution." "Each spontaneous voice in favour of peace should be supported and strengthened, making room for a strong presence of women," Ms Morgantini said, adding that the IWC calls for active support of the political negotiating process, for an end to the Israeli military occupation and for the international community to recognize the new Palestinian National Unity government. "This constitutes an important positive step forward if we want to avoid a dramatic situation of fratricidal violence, which in the last few days has caused four deaths and 11 injured as result of clashes between Hamas and Fatah." "The Palestinian government of National Unity, which is struggling for the ‘two peoples two states’ solution, including the creation of a Palestinian state within the borders agreed in 1967, represents a broad coalition of different parliamentary groups of the Palestinian Legislative Council. The Legislative Council supports all the existing agreements signed by the PLO, expressing confidence in President Abbas and putting him in charge of leading negotiations as the legitimate Palestinian negotiator. The Legislative Council has demonstrated its respect for the ceasefire, an agreement violated by the Israeli army, which is engaged in targeted murders and summary executions." Ms Morgantini described ending the occupation as "an essential precondition for the solution of the Arab-Israeli conflict," adding that an exchange of political prisoners "is necessary, as well." She estimates that there are currently almost 11,000 Palestinians jailed in Israel, including 40 MPs, 400 children, 100 sick people and 117 women. "The Palestinian government has expressed its openness to work in cooperation with all the parties concerned towards the release of Gilad Shalit on the basis of an exchange of prisoners; now it is the turn of the Israeli government and the international community to remove the obstacles for finally achieving a fair agreement for both parties," she said. "A just and lasting peace is the only way to guarantee the security of both peoples and for the whole region and a sustainable peace rests on a sincere commitment by all parties to protect women's rights and promote gender justice," Luisa Morgantini concluded.

THE EUROPEAN UNION AND THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY SHOULD IMMEDIATELY RECOGNIZE THE NEW PALESTINIAN GOVERNEMENT 
By Luisa Morgantini, 16th March 2007

Saturday , the new Government of National Unity will be presented in front of the Palestinian Legislative Council.

"This is an extraordinary event, since it demonstrates the accountability of the Palestinian leadership, who, face to the danger of a civil war, has chosen to join and put the interest of Palestinian people before the interests of the different political groups. Surely, this result has been possible thanks also to the invaluable contribution of the Palestinian political prisoners, including members of Hamas, Fatah and other political parties in primis Marwan Barghouti but also to the palestinian people who refuse to be sqeezed between Hamas and Fatah", comments Luisa Morgantini, Vice-President of the European Parliament.

"The unity and the principles agreed for the programme of the new government are very important. Hamas, who since long has been respecting a cease-fire, has recognized the Oslo Agreements, which foreseen the existence of the State of Palestine based on 1967's borders and this implies an implicit recognition of the state of Israel as well.

The above-mentioned elements should be sufficient for the European Union to immediately recognize the new Palestinian Government, putting and end to the isolation of the government freely elected by the Palestinian people", explains Ms. Morgantini.

"There is no time to lose. Europe should express its independence from USA's influence and it should start to build alliances with the actors interested in restore not only dialogue but also negotiations. This should mean stating a path aimed at reaching a resolving agreement about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, which realise the two states two peoples solution and Jerusalem as a shared capital town".

"I believe that the Italian Government should immediately express, even unilaterally, its commitment recognizing the Palestinian Government.

An international conference has to be convened as soon as possible, taking into account the proposals of 2002's Arab initiative in Beirut, during which the Arab world offered the full political recognition of the State of Israel ".

"It's now Israel's turn to give a signal of its desire of peace and respect of international legality. It is necessary that Israel stops military actions and arrests in the Occupied Palestinian Territories. It is also important to put through negotiations for the liberation of the Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit and of the Palestinian political prisoners, to remove check-points and to guarantee freedom of movement to the Palestinian people in Gaza and in the West Bank,”Ms. Morgantini concludes.
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