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Sunday, September 20, 7 p.m.  Jim Fine, Legislative Secretary for Foreign Policy of the Friends Committee on National Legislation (Quaker Lobby) will speak on  “Challenge in a Fateful Triangle:  the Israel-Palestine Conflict, Iran, and the United States” at the Friends Meeting House (corner Mercer Road and Quaker Bridge Road).  The Quaker Meeting is co-sponsoring with the U.N.-USA of the Mercer Area.  Fine has many years experience living and working in the Middle East.  He reads and speaks Arabic. 

Tuesday, September 22, 4:30 p.m.  Kristim Smith Diwan, will speak at 100 Jones Hall on “Gulf Culture Wars:  Liberals, Islamists and the Urban-Bedouin Divide.”  Ms. Diwan is Assistant Professor of Comparative and Regional Studies and Coordinator for Middle East Studies at the American University School of International Service.  Her interests involve how Islamic political movements further social Islamization through the economy.  She is currently writing a manuscript about the rise of Islamic finance entitled From Petrodollars to Islamic Dollars:  Islamic Finance in the Arab Gulf.
AL-MEGRABI:  A MISERABLE STORY, BUT HARDLY UNIQUE 

(Gwynne Dyer writes in Arab News, August 23)
Abdel Basset Al-Megrahi was an intelligence agent.  Since he worked for the Libyan govern-ment, he probably did some bad things.  But he probably did not do the specific bad thing for which he was sentenced to 27 years in prison in Scotland.

He only served eight years.  He was released on compassionate grounds last Thursday by the Scottish Justice Secretary Kenny MacAskill, and flew home to Libya.  He is dying of cancer, but his release outraged the Americans whose relatives died aboard Pan Am Flight 103 in December 1988.  They believe that Al-Megrahi is a mass murderer who should die in jail -- but that is not necessarily so.

There were also British victims of the attack, and almost none of their relatives think that Al-Megrahi should have been in jail at all.  As their spokesman, Jim Swire, put it, “I don’t believe for a moment that this man was involved (in the bombing).”

Back in 1988-89, Western intelligence services saw the bombing of Pan Am 103 as an act of revenge.  The US warship Vincennes had shot down an Iranian Airbus five months before, killing all 290 passengers, and the Iranians were getting even.  (The US was then secretly backing Saddam Hussein’s war against Iran, and the Vincennes, operating illegally in Iranian territorial waters, shot down the airliner thinking that it was an Iranian fighter.)
There was some evidence for this “Iranian revenge” theory.  In 1989 German police found the same kind of bomb that brought down Pan Am 103 in a house in Frankfurt that was used by the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine-General Command.  The PFLP-GC was based in Syria, and Syria and Iran were allies, so . . . .

But then, in 1990, Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait.  Washington needed Arab countries like Syria to join the war against Saddam so that the liberation of Kuwait looked like a truly international effort.  Syria’s price for sending troops was removal from America’s most-wanted list.  Suddenly Syria was no longer the prime suspect in the Pan Am case -- and if Syria was out, so was Iran.

But more Americans died on Pan Am 103 than in any other terrorist attack before 9/11. Somebody had to take the fall.  Libya was the obvious candidate, because it had supported various terrorist attacks in the past.

Soon new evidence began to appear.  It pointed to Al-Megrahi, who had been working as a security officer for Libyan Arab Airlines in Malta in 1988.  A Maltese shopkeeper identified him as the man who bought children’s clothing like that found in the suitcase that contained the bomb that brought down Pan Am 103.

It was pretty flimsy evidence, but Col. Qaddafi, Libya’s ruler, was desperate to end the Western trade embargo against his country.  He never admitted blame in the Pan Am affair, but he handed Al-Megrahi and a colleague over for trial in a Western court.

Al-Megrahi’s trial took place in 2001.  His colleague was freed, but he was jailed for 27 years (in Scotland, because Pan Am 103 came down in Lockerbie).  As time passed, however, the case began to unravel.

The Maltese shopkeeper, Tony Gauci, who had identified Al-Megrahi, turned out to be living in Australia, supported by several million dollars that the Americans had paid him for his evidence.

The allegation that the timer for the bomb had been supplied to Libya by the Swiss manufacturer Mebo turned out to be false.  The owner of Mebo, Edwin Bollier, revealed that he had turned down an offer of $4 million from the FBI in 1991 to testify that he had sold his MST-13 timers to Libya.

One of Bollier’s former employees, Ulrich Lumpert, did testify at Al-Megrahi’s trial that MST timers had been supplied to Libya -- but in 2007, he admitted that he had lied at the trial.

And this year it was revealed that Pan Am’s baggage area at London’s Heathrow airport was broken into 17 hours before Pan Am 103 took off on its last flight. (The police knew that 12 years ago, but kept it secret at Al-Megrahi’s trial.)  The theory that the fatal bag was put on a feeder flight from Malta became even less likely.

All of which explains why the Scottish Criminal Cases Review Commission announced in 2007 that it would refer Al-Megrahi’s case to the Court of Criminal Appeal in Edinburgh because he “may have suffered a miscarriage of justice.”

The Review Commission’s decision caused a crisis, because a new court hearing would reveal how shoddy the evidence at the first one was. Happily for London and Washington, Al-Megrahi was now dying of cancer, so a deal was possible.  He would give up his plea for a retrial, no dirty linen about the original trial would be aired in public, and he would be set free.

A miserable story, but hardly a unique one.  A man who was probably innocent of the charges against him, a loyal servant of the Libyan state who was framed by the West and hung out to dry by his own government, has been sent home to die.

PERES WRONGLY DENIES ISRAEL HAS ANY QUARREL WITH LEBANON 

(From The Daily Star  (Lebanon), August 15)
Israeli President Shimon Peres on Friday engaged in a malicious distortion of historical facts when he declared that his country has no quarrel with Lebanon and that there is no reason for the two states to be enemies.  In Peres’ version of reality, tensions between the two neighbors are the sole fault of Hizbullah, which he accused of “destroying Lebanon” with its “thirst for blood in a land of peace.” 

The problem with this reasoning is that Israel was attacking Lebanon decades before Hizbullah ever came into existence.  Hizbullah was not created until 1982, when the resistance group emerged as a direct response to Israel’s invasion of Lebanon that year.  But the group did not exist during the nearly three-and-a-half decades of Israeli incursions and invasions that preceded the 1982 assault.

The first of these that was recorded was the massacre in Houla, a village in southern Lebanon that was captured by the Israelis in 1948 without any resistance.  According to the testimony of the Israeli officer who commanded the raid, 50 Lebanese men from the village were rounded up and shot dead in a house that the Israelis blew up on top of them to become their grave. 

Israel’s aggression didn’t stop there.  In the period between 1948 and 1982, dozens of Lebanese villages were either occupied or raided, thousands of civilians were killed and scores of massacres and other acts of war were recorded by historians.  Before Hizbullah was ever formed, the United Nations Security Council had already issued nine resolutions condemning Israel’s acts of aggression against Lebanon. 

Peres claimed in his speech on Thursday that “we never were and never will be enemies of Lebanon.”  The Israelis have a habit of sustaining their dysfunctional pattern of acting badly by blaming somebody else for their bad behavior.  In the 1970s and 80s, they claimed that the killing of Lebanese women and children was “necessary” to defeat the Palestinian militants who had been forced out of their homeland and into neighboring Arab states.  In 2006, they alleged that the wanton destruction of Lebanon’s civilian infrastructure and the slaughter of over 1,200 civilians was “required” to eliminate Hizbullah “terrorists” and retrieve a captured soldier who was seized in a bid to force the return of Lebanese from Israeli jails. 

But the Israelis pursued these goals in Lebanon with such vile methods that they achieved nothing but this country’s enmity.
INSIDE PALESTINIAN COMMUNITIES

(From articles in Main Gate, the magazine of the American University of Beirut, Winter 2009)
Although Sonya Knox had worked with the Palestinian community in Lebanon for years, she had not intended to write her thesis on this topic.  The conflict that broke out on May 21, 2007 in the Nahr el Bared Camp changed everything.  A master’s student in population health in the Faculty of Health Sciences, Knox has a particular interest in post conflict situations—although this was not her concern the day violence erupted.

She joined the Nahr el Bared Relief Campaign that faculty and students from AUB and other institutions organized to help people who had been displaced to the Beddawi, Shatilla and Bourj al Barajnen Camps.  The help was clearly focused in several areas:  music, drama, and other activities at a youth center in Shatilla to take children’s minds off what was happening to their homes.  Boxes of cleaning supplies, personal toiletries, food and other essential items were distributed.  The first tranche of emergency funding was supplemented by subsequent appeals.  AUB alumni were among those who responded, contributing around $180,000 and significant in-kind donations as well.

Knox explains that AUB’s connections were especially helpful in securing vital supplies in the early days of the relief initiative and later when backpacks stocked with school supplies were distributed to elementary and intermediate students.

In October 2007, the campaign switched gears and up to 50 student volunteers reported for duty to help NGOs operating in the camps with reconstruction—removing rubble, clearing debris, sweeping and cleaning, and otherwise responding to local needs.  AUB business student Bahaa Kayyali, one of the student volunteers, traveled to the camp every two weeks for a semester to spend the day clearing up.  “There were often 40 or 50 of us.  It was heavy work, but there was a great community spirit, and I think it changed attitudes on campus.  The visit really helped to alter perceptions about what was happening,” he says.  “This was the minimum we could do to break the isolation and build relations between the two communities.”

One year later, both al Kayyali and Knox are still involved in Nahr el Bared.  Between classes, Knox liaises between the community and the campaign, working with local NGOs to assist with aid distribution.  “The relief campaign has high standards,” Knox explains.  “We remained focused on small scale, need related, community driven initiatives.”  
For a researcher looking at post conflict situations, Nahr el Bared is fertile territory for Knox.  Her particular interest is adolescent interaction.  “Adolescent reproductive health is under-studied, and there is little date on post-conflict Nahr el Bared.  We do know, however, that the population’s quality of life has been drastically reduced; its social fabric torn apart.  There is child trauma, almost universal unemployment; the children have lost faith in their parents, and there is no sense of a future.”

One phenomenon that caught her attention, the large number of weddings, especially among the young, will become the subject of her master’s thesis.  “I noticed there seemed to be a rash of weddings,” Knox says.  “I am not looking for a quantitative increase—my research is qualitative.  I want to understand whether or not this [increase] is a response to trauma.”

With the community shattered and displaced, not knowing who your neighbors are and who your daughter might be associating with, perhaps these young girls are pressured to marry, Knox explains.  Parents often feel that their daughters are taken care of once they are married.  At the same time, marriage is an obvious way to recreate social patterns among scattered families.  For the young women, however, early marriage often perpetuates the cycle of poverty.  They don’t complete their education; they don’t claim their health and education rights, and they remain unskilled.  They have more babies—and they have them at a younger age. 

Knox will soon be working with NGOs to conduct interviews with 10 recently married young couples and their families, as well a other women of similar ages in the community, with the aim of exploring a mechanism to provide alternatives to early marriage for young women.

An architectural post graduate student is also deeply involved with the plight of the residents of Nahr el Bared.  She is currently working as a member of the UNRWA (United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East) design team rebuilding the Nahr el Bared Camp.  
Another student is researching modes of governance in Palestinian camps.  “What we found was shocking and we are really just at the beginning, he says.  “We always deal with the Palestinians in Lebanon as demographics, as numbers.  This was an opportunity to explore their lives.  We discovered their social and political structures, their own kind of formal and informal justice, and their communities within communities.

“The conflict attacked their very identity; they lost six decades of their memory.  The Nahr el Bared camp was organized by its inhabitants Palestinian village of origin and the people considered the camp a mini Palestine.  Now they have lost their ‘other Palestine.’  We are trying to bring them hope that it will be returned again, but it is about funds and politics in Lebanon and in the region.” 

Other students have been volunteering English lessons and tutoring children, while medical student volunteers are always needed at the clinic in Shatilla.  There are now efforts to bring these volunteer programs under the auspices of AUB in order to keep them running. 
NO RETREAT FROM KURDISH MOVE, SAYS PM
(From Hurriyet Daily News, Ankara, August 28)

Despite growing criticism from the opposition, the government reiterated its commitment to a solution for the Kurdish issue.”
“We will not retreat from this process no matter what it costs.  We set out undertaking a risk and we will do what is necessary,” Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan said late Thursday in an address to a large audience at an iftar meal hosted by the Justice and Development Party, or AKP.

“Our party may lose votes.  Politics is a risk, economy is a risk, life itself is a risk. We set out undertaking this risk and we will do what is necessary.  Because we are taking a new step that will strengthen our brotherhood and make us cling together once more for the peace, welfare and common goals of our country,” Erdoğan said.

His party has come under strong pressure from opposition parties, which claim that the government’s move was in fact imposed by the United States with the purpose of weakening the country’s unitary state structure.  The govern-ment, on the other hand, says the move was aimed at ending the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party, or PKK, terrorism, which has claimed the lives of nearly 40,000 people in the last three decades.

“As the prime minister, not a party leader, I ask all the nongovernmental organizations, political parties, academics, print and visual media, those who say ‘I have things to say’ and the business world to contribute to this process all together,” he said.  “There is no I, but we, in this process.”

Meanwhile, chairman of the pro-Kurdish Democratic Society Party, or DTP, asked the government to be more determined in continuing the process, in a written statement Friday.  "If peace is really important, the military operations should be stopped.  The sensitivity of the Kurdish people should be recognized," Türk said.

"The Kurds are a nation.  This is our red line.  Our demands are what a nation should possess. If we had no hope for peace, we would not be here today."
ISRAELI ACADEMICS MUST PAY PRICE TO END OCCUPATION
(From Anat Matar in Haaretz, August 27  http://www.haaretz.com/hasen/spages/1110417)
Several days ago Dr. Neve Gordon of Ben-Gurion University of the Negev published an opinion piece in the Los Angeles Times. In that article he explained why, after years of activity in the peace camp here, he has decided to pin his hopes on applying external pressure on Israel - including sanctions, divestment and an economic, cultural and academic boycott.

He believes, and so do I, that only when the Israeli society's well-heeled strata pay a real price for the continuous occupation will they finally take genuine steps to put an end to it.

Gordon looks at the Israeli society and sees an apartheid state.  While the Palestinians' living conditions deteriorate, many Israelis are benefiting from the occupation.  In between the two sides, Israeli society is sinking into complete denial - drawn into extreme hatred and violence. 

The academic community has an important role to play in this process.  Yet, instead of sounding the alarm, it wakes up only when someone dares approach the international community and desperately call for help.

The worn-out slogan that everybody raises in this context is "academic freedom," but it is time to somewhat crack this myth.

The appeal to academic freedom was born during the Enlightenment, when ruling powers tried to suppress independent minded thinkers.  Already then, more than 200 years ago, Immanuel Kant differentiated between academics whose expertise (law, theology, and medicine) served the establishment and those who had neither power nor proximity to power.  As for the first, he said, there was no sense in talking about "freedom" or "independent thought" as any use of such terminology is cynical.

Since then, cynicism has spread to other faculties as well.  At best academic freedom was perceived as the right to ask troubling questions. At worst was the right to harass whomever asked too much.

When the flag of academic freedom is raised, the oppressor and not the oppressed is usually the one who flies it.  What is that academic freedom that so interests the academic community in Israel?  When, for example, has it shown concern for the state of academic freedom in the occupied territories?

This school year in Gaza will open in shattered classrooms as there are no building materials there for rehabilitating the ruins; without notebooks, books and writing utensils that cannot be brought into Gaza because of the goods embargo (yes, Israel may boycott schools there and no cry is heard).

Hundreds of students in West Bank universities are under arrest or detention in Israeli jails, usually because they belong to student organizations that the ruling power does not like.  Hundreds of students in West Bank universities are under arrest or detention in Israeli jails, usually because they belong to student organizations that the ruling power does not like.

The separation fence and the barriers prevent students and lecturers from reaching classes, libraries and tests.  Attending conferences abroad is almost unthinkable and the entry of experts who bear foreign passports is permitted only sparingly.

On the other hand, members of the Israeli academia staunchly guard their right to research what the regime expects them to research and appoint former army officers to university positions.  Tel Aviv University alone prides itself over the fact that the Defense Ministry is funding 55 of its research projects and that DARPA, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency in the U.S. Defense Department, is funding nine more.  All the universities offer special study programs for the defense establishment.

Are those programs met with any protest?  In contrast with the accepted impression, only few lecturers speak up decisively against the occupation, its effect and the increasingly bestial nature of the State of Israel.

The vast majority retains its freedom to be indifferent, up to the moment that someone begs the international community for rescue.  Then the voices rise from right and left, the indiffer-ence disappears, and violence replaces it: Boycott Israeli universities?  This strikes at the holy of holies, academic freedom!

HOUSE RESOLUTION 706 ON LEBANON
On July 31, seven members of the House of Representatives submitted a resolution on Lebanon, which was referred to the Committee on Foreign Affairs.
After congratulating the people of Lebanon on successfully conducting free, fair, and democratic parliamentary elections on June 7, describing reforms to the electoral process and the support of the United States for U.N. resolutions applying to Lebanon, the resolution appears to urge more US economic assistance for the country and concludes by affirming “that rather than a battleground for foreign confrontation or competition, Lebanon, as a fully sovereign and independent nation, at peace with its neighbors, is critical to the national security of the United States and a respected partner in the Middle East. “
CALL FOR BOYCOTT OF MOTOROLA FOR SUPPORT OF ISRAELI APARTHEID

(From info@boycottisraelnyc.org) August 8)

Fifteen New York human rights advocates rallied at Fulton Street Mall in Brooklyn Saturday, singing songs that called on Brooklyn shoppers to boycott communications giant Motorola until it stops providing technology that aids Israel’s army and settlement movement. The protest was held outside a Sprint Store where Boost Mobile, a division of Sprint, sells Motorola phones.

Holding signs and a banner saying, “Boycott Motorola, Free Palestine, Goodbye Motorola, Goodbye Apartheid,” the protesters serenaded passersby with versions of classic songs that were rewritten to focus on boycotting Motorola.  They gave away 500 flyers to Fulton Street Mall shoppers.  After learning of Motorola’s support for Israeli apartheid, one woman said that she would return her newly purchased Motorola phone.  Forty-nine people signed a pledge not to buy Motorola products until Motorola ends its support for Israeli apartheid.  Nearly 400 people have signed the pledge after five New York City street actions.

The Brooklyn protest, organized by the New York Campaign for the Boycott of Israel (NYCBI), was the second consecutive protest held in Brooklyn, and the fourth of five planned summer actions around the city to spread the word about Motorola’s support for Israeli apartheid.

On July 24, the group strolled through Prospect Park in a mobile Brooklyn protest. The protests are part of a growing worldwide movement to boycott Israel that has gained momentum since Israel’s recent attack on Gaza killing 1400 Palestinians.

Protesters sang songs including, "Mama Said (Don't Build Settlements)" to the tune of the song by the Shirelles, "Don't Buy Israeli Goods" to the tune of “Hava Nagila,” and adapted versions of the civil rights classics “Which Side Are You On?” and “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Round.”

Motorola Israel, a wholly owned subsidiary of Motorola, has supplied the Israeli military with a Wide Area Surveillance System (WASS), radar devices and thermal cameras installed around Israel’s rapidly expanding settlement/colonies on Palestinian land in the West Bank.  According to Who Profits, a project of Israel’s Coalition of Women for Peace, a related system, MotoEagle Surveillance, is now in use in 16 settlements.  All Israeli settlements violate international law. Motorola also provides an encrypted cellular network to the Israeli army, whose routine and severe violations of Palestinian human rights are well-documented by Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, among others.  According to Who Profits states that MIRS, a subsidiary of Motorola, is the Israeli army's cellular services provider, and MIRS has an extensive infrastructure network in the West Bank.  Additionally, in April 2009 Motorola stated that by May or June it would sell a controversial unit that manufactured bomb fuses for Israeli bombs dropped on Palestinians and Lebanese, but there has been no confirmation that the sale has occurred.

In 2005 over 170 Palestinian civil organizations called on the world to implement Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions (BDS) campaigns against Israeli institutions and businesses. Because of its business activities supporting the Israel’s settlements and army, Motorola has been targeted for boycott.
AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL WITHDRAWS FROM SUPPORT OF LEONARD COHEN CONCERT

After reports in late July that Amnesty International would manage a fund from the proceeds of Leonard Cohen’s concert in Israel, groups in occupied Palestine and around the world mobilized to pressure Amnesty International not to participate in such a fund.  The Palestinian Non-governmental Organizations’ Network (PNGO) called in an August 11th letter on Amnesty International to reject management of a fund that is to be created from the proceeds of Leonard Cohen’s planned September concert in Israel.  The West Bank village of Bil’in had made a similar appeal to Amnesty International.  An international campaign of about one thousand letters to Amnesty International called for Amnesty’s withdrawal from the Cohen concert initiative.  The only Palestinian organization that was claimed to be a recipient of the fund had previously announced that it was not involved in the project.  Additionally, a representative of the joint Palestinian Israeli group Combatants for Peace, another previously announced beneficiary of the Cohen concert fund, had informed the New York Campaign for the Boycott of Israel in writing that the group had decided not to participate in the Leonard Cohen concert in Tel Aviv and not to accept any funds from its proceeds.

According to the Palestine NGO Network, the Israel Discount Bank, a major sponsor of Cohen’s concert in Israel, “is involved in the construction and the continuation of the Israeli settlement project in the occupied Palestinian Territories. These settlements built on Palestinian lands are illegal under international law and are considered as war crimes in the Fourth Geneva Convention.  Leonard Cohen’s concert in Israel contributes in normalizing Israeli occupation and colonization policies.”   In an August 9th letter to Amnesty International, the West Bank village of Bil’in, a leader in the Palestinian nonviolent resistance movement, said that, “Israel Discount Bank’s trading room and other computer services are run by an Israeli company called Matrix IT.  Matrix IT’s trading room is located on our villages land stolen by the illegal settlement of Modiin Illit.”

Additionally, nineteen groups and organizations worldwide explained in an open letter to Amnesty International that, “Being one of the world’s strongest proponents of human rights and international law, you shall thus be subverting a non-violent, effective effort by Palestinian and international civil society to end Israel's violations of international law and human rights principles.”  The groups also commented that the Peres Center for Peace, Amnesty International’s announced partner in managing the concert fund, “has been denounced by leading Palestinian civil society organizations for promoting joint Palestinian-Israeli projects that enhance ‘Israeli institutional reputation and legitimacy, without restoring justice to Palestinians.’” 

The announcement of Cohen’s planned concert in Israel was swiftly met by letters from British, Israeli and Palestinian organizations and protests at his concerts in New York, Boston, Ottawa and Belfast, among other cities, calling on Cohen to respect the international call for an academic and cultural boycott of Israel.  In response to the protests, Cohen had tried to schedule a small concert in Ramallah to “balance” his concert in Israel.  However, Palestinians rejected the Ramallah concert, insisting that Cohen should first cancel his Tel Aviv gig. 

A statement confirming Amnesty's withdrawal has now been posted on the Amnesty International website.

WHY ISRAELI DISCRIMINATION AGAINST AMERICANS MATTERS  

(From a press release by Christina Zola for the Arab American Institute, September 4)

Israel is issuing a "Palestinian Authority Only" visa stamp to only some Americans--some Arab Americans--in a clearly discriminatory system of racial profiling.  This arbitrary stamp prevents these 'branded' Americans from entering Israel and can thus prevent American citizens from reaching the American Consulate, the American Embassy, or even from leaving Gaza itself, neither north through Israel, nor south through Egypt.  And it's happening now.  “Israel appears to have defined, for itself, three categories of U.S. citizenship: American Jews, whom they see as having "birthright advantages"; most other U.S. citizens, who are respected and protected as long as they have no known identification with Palestinians, and then, finally, Arab Americans, whose rights as U.S. citizens Israel does not fully recognize.  In behaving thusly, and given the U.S. failure to act decisively to put an end to this behavior, both Israel and the U.S. are in violation of their obligations," writes Dr. James Zogby, president of the Arab American Institute, in "Enough is Enough."

Over the past few decades, thousands of American citizens have been denied entry into Israel or the Occupied Palestinian Territories by Israeli authorities without just cause.  The policy appears to be deliberately targeted towards Palestinian-Americans, Arab-Americans and supporters of Palestinian rights.  Such discriminatory policies are a clear violation of article 26 of the UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.

Denying entry to American citizens also puts the Government of Israel in clear violation of the 1951 Treaty of Friendship, Commerce and Navigation between the United States of America and Israel.  This treaty agrees that U.S. citizens traveling to Israel be permitted "to travel therein freely, to reside at places of their choice; to enjoy liberty of conscience... and to bury their dead according to their customs."  The Treaty also prohibits "unlawful molestations of every kind," and guarantees U.S. citizens "the most constant protection and security."

In the last week alone, the Arab American Institute has learned of the following instances of harassment, discrimination, families separated, Americans humiliated, an American family with four children trapped in Gaza and unable to leave; other Americans who are in the West Bank, having entered through the Allenby Bridge, but because they hold non-refundable airline tickets departing from Ben Gurion Airport (purchased before this Israeli practice was put into place), are, therefore, unable to make their flights; a group of American women (not of Arab descent), whose husbands were attending a business conference in Amman, were detained, by Israeli border officials, for seven hours and subjected to rude and humiliating questioning when they attempted to cross the Allenby Bridge to see the Holy Sites in Bethlehem and Jerusalem; American-born Palestinians forced to surrender their U.S. passports, on entry, and receive, against their will, a Palestinian ID document; numerous reports from American-born U.S. citizens of Palestinian and other Arab descent are being singled out for prolonged questioning on entry and departure; and onerous and discriminatory visa requirements imposed upon Palestinian Americans which have severely impacted their families and businesses.

The United States has continuously made it clear to the Israeli government that fair and consistent treatment of U.S citizens, regardless of ethnicity, is a priority.  Israel has yet to meet its obligations. The State Department has worked with us for decades on this issue.

We were reminded recently of the story of a delegation during the forties that urged President Franklin Roosevelt to push for an unpopular change.  His reply? "Make me."  In essence, he told the delegation to raise such an uproar that he would have no 'choice' but to make the change. Arab Americans must put the weight of their evidence into the State Department's hands, giving that office a clear mandate for change.

AAI Letter to Secretary of State Clinton: http://www.aaiusa.org/press-room/4240/aai-calls-on-secretary-of-state-to-protect-american-citizen-travelers
NOT ONE PENNY HAS REACHED GAZA

(Omar Karmi writes in The National, August 31)

It has been six months since the international community pledged nearly US$5 billion in aid to the Palestinian people, chiefly for the reconstruction of the Gaza Strip after Israel’s devastating offensive there this year. None of this aid has reached Gaza and no reconstruction has started.

Although Israel is slowly easing its restrictions on the flow of basic humanitarian goods to Gaza, including food and medicine, construction materials remain prohibited from entering, institutions and homes still lie in rubble, and critically needed projects to repair and upgrade Gaza’s power plant and tottering sewage network lie dormant.

The situation is frustrating to development agencies and experts.  Two weeks ago, the UN was forced to issue another emergency appeal for funds for Gazans.  The UN’s Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), which provides aid and education to Palestinian refugees, decried the condition of Gaza’s refugees as "shameful."

 Numbering one million, refugees make up about 70 per cent of the total population in Gaza; and UNRWA asked for $181 million to help it through the rest of the year in a special Ramadan appeal.  Of the billions of dollars pledged for reconstruction by the international community, UNRWA noted in a press release on August 17, "not one penny" has reached Gaza, and reconstruction has proven to be a "mirage".  The humanitarian situation in Gaza, according to the UN, "remains precarious".

That such serious humanitarian disasters as a cholera epidemic did not emerge in Gaza, said William Corcoran, the president of the American Near East Refugee Aid agency, (ANERA) is partly due to "dumb luck".  "We expected more serious health scares, but thankfully they haven’t occurred," Corcoran said in an interview last week.  "This is partly because sewage pipes have not yet burst into the streets.  But they are at the stage where that can happen at any moment."

In Gaza, ANERA is a partner to USAID, the official US aid agency, and is supposed to repair and upgrade most of Gaza’s aged and faulty sewage system.  That project – like all the projects, including construction of a seaport and the reopening of the airport, agreed to in the    US-brokered 2005 Agreement on Movement and Access – has yet to get off the ground.

Corcoran was keen to highlight the projects ANERA has been able to implement in Gaza, including food and medicine deliveries, a program to provide fresh milk to Gaza’s preschoolers and the reconstruction of 18 preschools using materials recycled from the destruction wrought in the Gaza war, but he admitted to frustration at the kind of projects ANERA is now pursuing.

In the West Bank, he said, ANERA helped establish four IT institutes affiliated to four different universities.  In Gaza, while plans have been laid for a similar project, ANERA’s newest project involved buying shoes for children.  "We are forced to lower our expectations for what we can do."

At heart, the problem is political. The expertise is there, either with such agencies as the UN and ANERA, or with local NGOs affiliated to those international bodies.  The money has been pledged, but not yet delivered.  The statement from UNRWA noted that, pledges apart, the largest Arab donation to date had been a $34 million contribution from the emir of Kuwait.

But what Corcoran calls the "political stalemate" – whether in international efforts to pressure Israel to lift its siege on Gaza, which has been in place for more than two years, or in Palestinian reconciliation efforts – has stymied efforts to begin reconstruction in Gaza.

The latter is crucial in establishing a mechanism for distributing aid to Gaza.  International sanctions on official contacts with Hamas tie the hands of agencies dealing with Gaza authorities. International funding, under the current proscriptions, cannot end up in the hands of Hamas, and even a clear commitment by Hamas, offered repeatedly over the past months, will not dissuade the international community from this stance.

The result is that international aid efforts are being channeled through the Palestinian Authority led by Mahmoud Abbas.  As emphasized yesterday by Nabil Shaath, a senior aide to Mr. Abbas, in a press conference in Ramallah, there will be no reconstruction of the Gaza Strip until there is a unity agreement between Fatah and Hamas.

Even then, however, the international community must still pressure Israel to lift the siege, aid organizations said.  The destruction of the war in January aside, the greatest damage has been done not by bombs but by isolation.  Unable to rebuild or improve, two years of sanctions have under-mined the economy and infrastructure.  According to a July survey by the Palestine Trade Centre, 95 per cent of industries in Gaza have had to shut as a result of sanctions and 120,000 private sector employees have been laid off.

SOME FOREIGN AID BILL NUMBERS

Shirl McArthur writes in the September/October edition of the Washington Report on Middle East Affairs that U.S. foreign aid bill has moved rapidly.  The conference report reconciling the House and Senate versions could be issued and passed shortly after Congress returns this fall.

To Israel, the House bill calls for $2.22 billion in military aid (on top of the $555 million “advance funding” in the supplemental appropriations bill), and $25 million for “refugee resettlement.”

Egypt is to have $250 million in economic aid, $1.04 billion for military aid (on top of the $260 million advance funding in the supplemental bill), and $1.9 million for military education and training.

Jordan is to receive $363 million in economic and $150 million in military aid ($150 million supplemental).

Lebanon:  $109 million in economic aid and $100 million in military aid.

West Bank and Gaza: $400.4 million in economic aid.

Morocco: $3 million in economic aid and $9 million in military aid.

Tunisia: $20 million in military aid

Yemen:  $25 million in economic aid and $15 million for “development assistance.”

Of the $9 billion in loan guarantees authorized in 2003 and extending through 2010, Israel is said to have used about $4.4 billion.  Haaretz reported that the U.S. had deducted $1.1 billion because of settlement building and objections to the route of the apartheid barrier. 

It remains to be seen what the final numbers are that Congress will agree upon. Keep questioning.

NUMBERS OF SOLDIERS IN AFGHANISTAN

(Mark Ames, wrote in AlterNet on September 3 http://www.alternet.org/story/142388)
America now has more military personnel in Afghanistan than the Red Army had at the peak of the Soviet invasion and occupation of that country.  According to a Congressional Research Service report, as of March of this year, the U.S. had 52,000 uniformed personnel and another 68,000 contractors in Afghanistan -- a number that has likely grown given the blank check President Obama has written for what's now being called "Obama's War."

That makes 120,000 American military personnel fighting in Afghanistan, a figure higher than the Soviet peak troop figure of 115,000 during their catastrophic nine-year war.


While the number of uniformed Americans killed in combat in Afghanistan may seem comparatively low -- just over 800, most of those since 2007 -- the Soviets also suffered relatively light casualties.  Between December 1979 and February 1989, just 13,000 Soviets were killed in Afghanistan, a seemingly paltry figure when you compare it to the 20 million Soviets killed in World War Two, and the millions upon millions who died in the Civil War and Stalin's Terror.  

Unlike America, Russians have a reputation for tolerating appalling casualty figures -- and yet the war in Afghanistan destroyed the Soviet Empire.  Which only proves that crude number comparisons explain nothing at all in warfare today, particularly when that war is an occupation of an alien environment like Afghanistan.
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