Take up Palestinian cause

Address by Prime Minister Datuk Seri Abdullah Ahmad Badawi at the official opening of the ministerial meeting of

the Non-Aligned Movement’'s Committee on Palestine at Putrajaya yesterday. NST- | ((,( g

WO weeks ago, as chairman of

the 10th session of the Organ-

isation of the Islamic Conference

(OIC) Summit, Malaysia had
convened a special meeting on the Middle
East, which issued an important dec-
laration on Palestine.

Today, Malaysia is convening this min-
isterial meeting to further respond to the
continuing grave situation in the occu-
pied Palestinian territories, which is
threatening international peace and se-
curity. The movement cannot but address
the situation with an equal measure of
concern.

One of the central platforms of the
Non-Aligned Movement since its incep-
tion has been its resolute support for the
Palestinian cause — along with its op-
position to colonialism, apartheid, and
the proliferation of nuclear arms, among
others. As a movement, we are gratified
that our collective position has made a
positive impact on the efforts to rid the
world of these evils.

They have either been eliminated, or
are in the process of being eliminated.

Much to our dismay, however, the
Palestinian issue has remained unre-
solved and is still very much with us after
all these years. Therefore, we have a
collective duty to renew our commitment
to help find the solution.

More than half a century has passed
and we have failed to end the conflict.
This is an indictment against the in-
ternational community. We must accept
it with all the seriousness that it de-
serves. NAM, however, has been unwa-
vering in this matter. Notwithstanding
the vagaries and vicissitudes of the in-
ternational system, the support of NAM
in the struggle of the Palestinian people
for an independent and sovereign state of
their own remains solid and unshake-
able.

This tragic conflict has exacted a heavy
toll of deaths, injuries and destruction,
particularly on the part of the Pales-
tinians. Israel, instead of easing its grip
on the occupied Palestinian territories,
has hardened its tough policies and prac-
tices in these areas. In the name of de-
fending its security, the Israeli military
and other forces have taken more re-
pressive and violent measures.

These include house demolitions, stop-
pages and closures of economic activity,
confiscation and/or destruction of lands
and property, torture of detainees, ex-
tra-judicial targeted killings of Palestini-
ans, and illegal expansion of Jewish set-
tlement activities in the occupied ter-
ritory, including Al-Quds Al-Shariff.

Clearly, Israel is also bent on destroy-
ing the institutions which make up the
Palestinian national authority. Israel
must be stopped and its excesses re-
versed.

All of the repressive actions, and others,
have made life for the Palestinian people,
under occupation, even more difficult and
unbearable with each passing day. There
seems to be no prospects of their ending in
sight. Indeed, the situation has become
more tense and potentially explosive fol-
lowing the brutal assassination of the late
Sheikh Ahmad Yassin, founder and spir-
itual leader of Hamas in March this
year. :

This was followed by an equally cold
and calculated murder of his successor,
the late Dr Abdel Aziz Al-Rantisi, a few
weeks later. Now, even the life of Pres-
ident Yasser Arafat is at risk, threatened
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by no less than the Prime Minister of
Israel himself.

The targeted assassination by Israel of
Hamas and other Palestinian leaders and
activists is a clear violation of inter-
national law and the norms of civilised
conduct by states.

Indeed, what Israel did and continues
to do, constitutes acts of “state terrotism”
which must be condemned. These are not
actions one would expect from a country
that boasts of itself as a “bastion of democ-
racy” and a “beacon of civilisation” in the
region. this policy must not be allowed to
continue with impunity.

These actions by Israel, as well as the
relentless construction of the so-called
“separation wall” on Palestinian terri-
tories, can only provoke and inflame emo-
tions, rather than ease them.

Equally provocative and destabilising
is the unilateral Israeli decision to with-

draw from Gaza, retaining the illegal .

Jewish settlements in the West Bank and
denying Palestinians the right of return
— all of which contradict the provisions of
the road map for peace in the Middle
East.

They add insult to injury by pre-empt-
ing the outcome of negotiations between
the two sides on a final status agreement.
Indeed, all of these actions have dealt a
serious, if not fatal, blow to the road
map.

Prime Minister Ariel Sharon must be
made to understand that he cannot sim-
ply trample upon the rights and aspi-
rations of the Palestinian people.

We must view the recent series of vi-
olence as prolonged or repeated wake-up
calls for the international community,
particularly those entrusted with special
responsibility to restart the peace pro-
cess. If they continue to be ignored, the
consequences to regional and interna-
tional peace and stability would be se-
rious indeed.

Notwithstanding our preoccupation
with other important concerns elsewhere,
these events are reminders that the
long-standing and unresolved issue of
Palestine demands our immediate and
undivided attention.

I do believe that for as long as the
Palestinian issue remains unresolved, it
will continue to be the root cause of much
of the violence in the Middle East. Let me
say to you that much of the violence
elsewhere in the world can also be traced
to the same root cause. The international

community and the United Nations can-
not afford to allow this issue to remain
unresolved indefinitely.

As the UN Secretary—General himself
had pointed out recently, the rising ten-
sions in the Middle-East, following the
war in Iraq, had increased the need for,
and importance of, rapid positive move-
ment on the Israeli-Palestinian track.

The international community must act
to ensure that the Palestinian people will
no longer endure the grievous violations
of their rights and suffer the other in-
dignities forced upon them. President
Yasser Arafat, their elected and univer-
sally acknowledged leader, must be al-
lowed complete freedom of movement.

We should plainly reject the approach
of apportioning blame and placing de-
mands solely upon President Arafat, yet
ignoring, indeed condoning, the provoca-
tive policies of Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon.

Malaysia feels very distressed by the
dire plight of the Palestinian people living
under occupation. That is why I had felt
compelled, on April 16, 2004, to write to
the leaders of the quartet, namely the
President of the United States, the pres-
idency of the European Union, the Rus-
sian President, the United Nations Sec-
retary-General, as well as to Prime Min-
ister Tony Blair of Great Britain. To all of
them, I registered the deep concern of the
Malaysian Government and people, as
well as that of the NAM and the OIC.

While supporting the efforts of the
quartet to bring into being a Palestine
state that was viable, sovereign and in-
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dependent, I had expressed my deep con-
cern about the support which President
Bush had extended to Prime Minister
Sharon’s unilateral disengagement plan.

I expressed my belief that this would
only encourage Israel to continue ignor-
ing Palestinian concerns and the need to
fulfil the objective of the road map, at the
same time creating severe risks of de-
railing the entire peace process.

I had, in my letter, urged all sides to
dedicate themselves to finding a solution
which was comprehensive, just and
durable. I pointed out the importance of
giving the Palestinians a role in any
future discussions or negotiations.

They are the party most directly con-
cerned with, and affected by, the outcome:
I had also stressed the importance of the
need for confidence building and the role
of a UN peacekeeping force or an in-
ternational monitoring mechanism in
that process, particularly in monitoring
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the implementation of the road map.

Malaysia and others had raised the
warning that the latest grim situation on
the ground risks sliding dangerously to-
wards a precipice and full-fledged war.

Regrettably, these warnings have fall-
en on deaf ears. It is patently clear to all,
except the Israeli Government, that the
issue of security, while important in it-
self, cannot be dealt with in isolation.

The question of security must be
viewed in a context — and the context
remains the continued Israeli occupation
and the illegal expansion of Jewish set-
tlements on Arab lands. It is also clear to
all, except Israel, that — given the deep
mistrust between them — the Pales-
tinians and Israelis would not be able to
find a solution on their own. Clearly, the
situation demands the intervention of the
international community, particularly
the UN Security Council.

To ignore the need for a “third-par-
ty-role” is to misunderstand the nature of
the conflict, with all the consequent risks
to international peace and security. Con-
tinued non-action by the international
community, particularly by the UN Se-
curity Council, is tantamount to appeas-
ing the occupying power. This can only
encourage continued Israeli intransi-
gence. It will also deepen the sense of
frustration, hopelessness and despair of
the Palestinian people, thereby aggra-
vating the situation even further.

Indeed, the Israeli Government has
made no bones about its real intention.
Its objective, carried out on the pretext of
destroying the so-called “infrastructure
of terrorism”, is actually to dismember
and dismantle the infrastructure of the
Palestinian National Authority, to crip-
ple and render powerless its leadership.

The television screens and the news-
papers of the world have carried the
graphic details. We have all been wit-
nesses to the blatant and ruthless actions
taken by Israel, using its overwhelming
military might, to intimidate, terrorise
and subdue the Palestinian leadership.

In doing so, Israel is destroying the
very foundations of political dialogue be-
tween the two sides that had been
painstakingly laid down and built on
through the Madrid and Oslo processes.

By isolating President Arafat and ren-
dering him “irrelevant”, the Israeli Gov-
ernment is tearing up all the agreements,
accords and understandings arrived at
between the two sides since the begin-
ning of the peace process.

The Israeli Government must be told in
no uncertain terms that there can be no
military “solution” to the problem. No
military might, however powerful, can
ever vanquish the will of a people de-
termined to establish an independent
and sovereign state in their homeland.

Israel must abandon these tactics of
terror in favour of constructive dialogue
and engagement with the Palestinians.
President Arafat should not be shunned
but taken seriously as an important,
indeed indispensable, interlocutor.

We should all remember that it was not
President Arafat who precipitated this
latest crisis three years ago. It was
Sharon who started it all by his de-
liberately provocative walk-about in the
compound of the Al-Agsa. It is indeed
ironic that Arafat, who has made so much
effort in the search for peace since Ma-
drid and Oslo, is the one being de-
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