Israel’s barrier wall
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THE vigour with which the western world is currently moving against individuals and regimes it considers culpable of misbehaviour is striking.

Last week the International Criminal Court (ICC) had been considering an indictment against Sudanese leader Omar al-Bashir for alleged crimes against humanity in Darfur. Iran, meanwhile, is threatened with draconian sanctions and/or military action because of its nuclear programme.

China’s human rights abuses against the people of Tibet has brought forth calls for a boycott of the Olympics to be held in Beijing. In May, the Burmese rulers’ neglect of their own people after Burma’s devastating floods was roundly condemned and plans were laid for aid agencies to bypass the Burmese government. And Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe is relentlessly pilloried as a tyrant and arch villain and has been made into an international pariah.

Whatever justification there may be for selecting these cases — some would argue against blanket condemnations of Iran’s or Sudan’s leaders — conspicuously missing from the list is Israel. Four years ago this July, the ICC passed a majority decision that Israel’s barrier wall was illegal where it crossed into the occupied Palestinian territory, and called for its demolition and for reparations to be made for the damage it had done to the Palestinians.

Israel started building this wall in 2002 and never kept to the Green Line or 1949 armistice border between it and the West Bank. It dismissed the court’s ruling and pursued its building programme undeterred. Today the wall, projected to be 450 miles long, is more than half complete. It will absorb 9.5 per cent of West Bank territory and, since its course is determined solely by Israeli interest, the resulting carve-up of land has already shattered Palestinian life and agriculture.

For most of its length, the wall is in fact a barrier, a 50-metre-wide barbed wire stretch with electrified sections and deep trenches. Near Palestinian towns it becomes a tall, eight-metre-high concrete wall with watchtowers.

It is an awesome sight, and I was alarmed to see the rapid pace of its construction when I visited the Palestinian areas earlier this month. In the six years since building began, the wall has become an established feature of the Palestinian landscape. To see it in its ugliest and most forbidding manifestations, one must visit the towns of Qalqilya and Bethlehem as I did. In Qalqilya the whole town is encased in the tall slate-grey concrete structure, impenetrable and prison-like. Each road in the town comes to a dead end smack against the wall, which almost blocks out the sunlight.

I never saw anything comparable outside of the Wormwood Scrubs maximum security jail in London. The entrance to Bethlehem, the once picturesque historic city, is deformed by the wall’s huge concrete slabs with their mean and sinister watchtowers. The streets inside are crudely obstructed and cut off from the outside in order to prevent Palestinians from getting near Rachel’s tomb, an ancient burial site of obscure origin which had survived under centuries of Arab rule without walls or barriers. Normal life in these cities is impossible, resulting in the danger of emigration, which anecdotal evidence suggests is increasing.

Israel’s alleged reason for building the wall is to prevent Palestinian terrorism. In fact the aim is clearly to annex the major illegal Jewish settlements to Israel. The wall will enclose 83 per cent of West Bank Jewish settlers in 69 settlements. It will also grab the best Palestinian agricultural land and the major water sources. A map of where these are sited shows how the wall snakes round to enclose them on the ‘Israeli’ side of the barrier.

Trapped in the areas between the old Green Line and the wall there are currently some 10,000 Palestinian villagers. These poor people are cut off from their land, and need permits to leave this no-man’s-land for their basic needs on the ‘Palestinian’ side of the barrier. And most ironic of all, they require residency permits to simply stay in their own homes. The Jewish state regards them as ‘resident aliens’, as if they had been recent migrants and not people who have a natural right to be there. When the wall is completed, there will be 60,000 more Palestinians in this position.

Every one of these actions is illegal under international law. They are also cruel and inhumane. Amidst a catalogue of abuses that Israel has committed against the Palestinian people, the wall is distinguished by being the subject of an ICC ruling, a rare event for the record of any state. If ever there was a case of misbehaviour for action by the western world it is this one. Had action been taken, it would have demonstrated a respect for the ICC and the rule of law.

Instead Israel has got off scot-free. Nothing was done to force Israel to halt its wall-building programme and no censure or penalty was ever exacted or proposed. While the practice of western double standards is well documented — the western attack on Iraq is the most blatant — the impunity accorded to Israel is unique. This has allowed Israel’s vicious siege of Gaza to continue, causing widespread starvation, poverty and untold suffering.

It has permitted the routine assaults on ordinary Palestinians, the theft of their land and the destruction of their homes to go unnoticed with scarcely a comment. With such licence, it is not surprising that Israel feels free to do whatever it deems necessary for its well-being. That includes an attack on Iran with untold consequences.

The prospects for peace in this scenario are not promising. In the attempt to resolve the Palestine-Israel conflict and stabilise the Middle East, western states have focused on the wrong targets. The current discourse is about Palestinian division, terrorism and corruption, ‘moderates’ and ‘extremists’, Al Qaeda and Islamic fundamentalism. The real obstacle to peace is none of these but rather a reckless western indulgence of Israel that puts it beyond the reach of law, justice or morality.
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