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Presentation to the Joint Committee on Foreign Affairs and Trade and Defence. 

By: Dr. Rima Khalaf, former Executive Secretary of UN ESCWA, November 30, 2017 

It has been 70 years, almost to the day, since the UN General Assembly decided to partition 
Palestine and establish an Arab state on 43% of its land, alongside a Jewish state. It has been 
50 years since Israel occupied the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip. It 
has been almost 25 years since the Oslo accords were signed with the ultimate objective of 
establishing an independent Palestinian state on land occupied by Israel in 1967.  

Despite countless international resolutions, and the best intentions of the international 
community, Palestinians are still robbed of their freedoms, and cannot exercise their 
internationally acknowledged right to self-determination. They are yet to enjoy universal human 
rights, and the right to justice – their inherent rights by virtue of being human.  

Palestinian lives continue to be wrecked by dispossession, expulsion, killing and inhumane 
treatment. And whether they live under Israeli occupation in the West Bank and Gaza, as 
refugees abroad, or as citizens of Israel, they continue to be subjected to an Israeli regime that 
discriminates against them because of their religion and national origin, and that oppresses 
them for the benefit of another racial group: Jewish Israelis. A report published in March 2017 
by the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA), and 
prepared by international experts, examined whether such policies and practices amount to 
apartheid as per the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court which defined the crime of 
apartheid as “inhumane acts… committed in the context of an institutionalized regime of 
systematic oppression and domination by one racial group over any other racial group or groups 
and committed with the intention of maintaining that regime.”  

The report examined the policies of Israel with regard to the Palestinian people in its entirety 
and established, on the basis of scholarly inquiry and overwhelming evidence, that Israel was 
guilty of the crime of apartheid. Israel employs oppressive and discriminatory tools against the 
Palestinian people as a whole to maintain the dominance of one racial group over another. The 
main and most effective strategy to this end has been the fragmentation of the Palestinian 
people into four domains – citizens of Israel, residents of East Jerusalem, residents of the West 
Bank and Gaza, and refugees in exile. This fragmentation serves to enfeeble Palestinian 
resistance to the regime governing their lives and allows Israel to oppress each group 
separately using different measures and tools and different narratives to disguise this 
oppression. 

Under the pretext of security, Palestinians in the occupied West Bank and Gaza living under 
direct military occupation and rule, suffer from excessive violence and extreme measures, the 
10-year blockade of Gaza among them. These come within a comprehensive discriminatory 
regime, based on race. Under this discriminatory regime, rights, legal protection, judicial 
proceedings, the ability to benefit from public services, the ability to move freely, and the ability 
to receive building permits, among others, are determined by the individual’s religion and 
national identity.  
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Under the pretext of retaining the demographic Jewish majority in Israel, Palestinian refugees 
are denied the right to return to their homes expressly because they are not Jewish. Had they 
been Jewish, they wouldn’t have been expelled from their land in the first place.  

Under the pretext of retaining the Jewish character of state, Palestinian citizens of Israel live 
under a legal system that not only promotes their oppression, but also outlaws legal challenges 
to it.  As a Jewish State, Israel’s legal architecture codifies a privileged status for its Jewish 
citizens, and allows discrimination against all others, particularly its Palestinians citizens. 
Currently there are more than 50 Israeli laws that explicitly discriminate against Palestinians in 
constitutional protection, immigration, political participation, state budget and the ability to 
benefit from state land and public services. 

Distinguished members of the committee; 

The international community’s failure to hold Israel accountable for its violations of international 
law, including possible crimes against humanity, such as apartheid, has allowed this injustice to 
fester for over 70 years, causing immense human suffering.  

Instead of envisioning a Jewish state in which all citizens enjoy equal rights regardless of their 
religion or national origin, Israeli governments see a Jewish state as one that is pure of non-
Jews. The Prime Minister of Israel explained it best. For PM Netanyahu, a Jewish state means 
“the nation State of one people only – the Jewish people – and of no other people”. Given that 
20% of the citizens of Israel are non-Jews, one can only wonder how this goal can be achieved 
without a second, and more deadly round of ethnic cleansing.  

The UN Security Council has confirmed no less than nine counts of Israeli violations of the 
United Nations Charter.  The violations transgress three pillars of international law: the 
inadmissibility of acquiring land by force, the principle of non-discrimination, and the right of 
peoples to self-determination. The Council has deplored the failure of Israel to implement 27 of 
its resolutions. 

As the occupying power, Israel has flouted it obligations under the key principles of the Fourth 
Geneva Convention, particularly the principles of distinction between combatants and civilians, 
necessity and proportionality in the use of force, humane treatment, non-discrimination, and 
special protection of women and children. Building settlements in East Jerusalem and the West 
Bank, is also in breach of the Convention. The International Court of Justice confirmed this in its 
advisory opinion of 9 July 2004.  

Distinguished members of the committee; 

Fifty years is too long for any people to be living under foreign occupation and domination. 
Seventy years is too long for any country to flout international law without facing consequences. 
Building settlements in occupied territories is a crime under international law. The products of 
these settlements should be prohibited from entering international markets, not just labeled. 
Subjecting a whole people to an apartheid regime should not be allowed. The perpetrators 
should not be aided or abetted. They should be held accountable, boycotted and shunned until 
such a regime is dismantled. Those who commit crimes should be punished, not appeased. The 
international community has a legal duty under international law to take appropriate and prompt 
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action to stop ongoing crimes against the Palestinians and hold their perpetrators accountable.  
Any delay only compounds the crime and prolongs the suffering.  

Ireland, as an active member in the EU and in the community of nations, can play an important 
role in bringing justice to Palestine, and peace and security to our troubled region. This can be 
done by insisting on the strict and prompt implementation of international law in order to arrive 
at a durable peace that sees two peoples living together on the basis of real equality. This 
durable peace will only be achieved when justice is achieved. 

 

 


