Israel’s separation wall – The creation of a Palestinian prison

A briefing from War on Want

“The Palestinians understand that this plan is to a large extent the end of their dreams, a very heavy blow to them... In the unilateral plan, there is no Palestinian state.” – Ariel Sharon, April 2004

The Israeli agenda

The separation wall (or separation ‘fence’) being built by Israel officially under the guise of ‘keeping Palestinian suicide bombers out’ is set to be 650km long – that is, twice as long as the Berlin wall, and three times as high. In continued violation of UN resolutions - calling on Israel to withdraw from all the Palestinian territory captured in the 1967 war - 90% of it will be built in Palestinian territory. The wall will cut off half a million Palestinians from the rest of the West Bank and East Jerusalem when completed, separating people from their local schools and hospitals, farmers from their land and crippling local businesses. Palestinians living on the Israeli side of the wall will, in addition, be denied access to Israeli services, leaving them stranded. 

There is grave concern that Israel is using the wall to alter the ‘Green Line’ boundary which international law has repeatedly stated Israel must withdraw to. With a variety of means, most notably settlements, Israel has for years attempted to “change the facts on the ground” to incorporate Palestinian territory into Israel in perpetuity. The current route of the wall damages the possibility of ever creating an independent, viable and contiguous Palestinian state.  Israel’s tactics are, thereby, severely damaging the Middle Eastern peace process and devastating the lives of already poverty stricken Palestinians.
Part of the wall has now been completed and stark consequences are already being felt from within the ‘closed military zone’ inside the wall, controlled by the Israeli army – Palestinians are dying without hospital access, unemployment rates have rocketed, businesses are closing down and people are deserting their towns to escape the misery of life within the prison of the wall.

British government position 

Earlier this year the UN General Assembly asked the International Court of Justice (ICJ) for a legal opinion on the Wall, into its legality and into the detrimental impact it already seems to be having on a population for whom Israel is responsible. On 28th January 2004 the British government, which has for years been telling the Palestinians to take up their grievances through peaceful and legal means, wrote letters to the ICJ to try and block them doing just that. 

The UK’s grounds for opposing an ICJ ruling include the fact that the case is bilateral and one party (Israel) has not agreed to participate, as well as that a ruling would be detrimental to the work of the UN as a whole. But the UN agency (UNRWA) already believes its work is so difficult that in April 2004 it was forced to temporarily suspend emergency food aid to 600,000 refugees in the Gaza Strip because of Israeli obstruction. With the peace process moribund, if not dead, international pressure on Israel has clearly not been sufficient to prevent the most horrific suffering and blatant violations of international law. 

The writings on the wall campaign

We believe there are many people in the UK who are prepared to stand up for the rights of the Palestinian people. We are asking public figures to join Roger Waters (formerly of Pink Floyd) together with a broad range of bands, DJs, film and TV personalities, MPs, trade union and student leaders to help us ensure that the construction of the wall is stopped. This is the only road to peace in the Middle East.

We have constructed our own wall, and throughout 2004 it will tour in the UK, being signed by celebrities, politicians and trade union leaders in protest of Israel’s actions against the Palestinian people. At the end of the year, we will take it to Tony Blair, along with a petition which will include everyone who has signed the virtual wall on the War on Want website.

Five essential facts about the wall

· Due to be built in 3 phases, phase 1 is now complete

· Phase 2 was approved by the Knesset, Israel’s parliament on 1st Oct 2003

· UN resolution 144-4 calls on Israel to halt and reverse its ‘security fence’

· 90% of the wall is being built in Palestinian land, trapping half a million Palestinians inside an Israeli ‘closed military zone’ without free access to public services and with restricted water supplies

· Though the Israeli High Court ruled against 30km, on 30th June, this will entail only a small change to re-direct the most unacceptable sections of the wall. 

As just one example of the effects of the wall, the town of Qalqilya has 46,000 inhabitants, and is completely surrounded by wall. The Israeli Defence Force (IDF) control the single gate through which Palestinians must pass to reach their fields, their families, the nearest hospital and other essentials of life. The IDF shut the gate between 6pm and 8am and sometimes it is shut for weeks at a time, turning the town into a prison. 15 of Qalqilya’s 39 wells have been confiscated. Qalqilya does not even have basic hospital care.

Essential facts on Palestinian poverty and the humanitarian crisis

Since the Intifada started, the UN Relief and Works Agency has stated that the Palestinians are suffering the “effect of a terrible natural disaster”, but one that has been created by people and politics. Specific policies and practices include: 

· Widespread reports of Israeli forces cutting off water supplies, bombarding wells and tanks and shooting rooftop water tanks as a form of collective punishment. 

· Uprooting trees which the Palestinians depend on for their livelihoods. During the first year of the Intifada 500,000 Palestinian fruit trees were uprooted by settlers and soldiers

· Freedom of movement has totally stopped and unemployment has rocketed. 

· Of 130,000 Palestinians who were employed in Israel, 100,000 lost their jobs on the outbreak of the Intifada.

· Amnesty International report that in the last three and half years, Israel’s armed forces have bulldozed or blown up more than 3,000 homes - an average rate of more than two homes a day. This has left tens of thousands of men, women and children homeless or without a livelihood. 

· “The reality of life in the territories is one of strangulation of the economy." ILO Director-General Juan Somavia reported in 2004. "Poverty continues to grip Palestinian communities, relieved only by large-scale international assistance."

· Almost three-quarters of Palestinians now live on less than $2 a day – below the United Nations poverty line.
