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We believe that this is one of our most timely and important newsletters. When David Werner was first invited to visit the
Middle East—specifically, the West Bank/Gaza Strip and Egypt—several months ago, he had no idea he would he going
to a region poised on the brink of a major conflagration. Given what has happened in the meantime, however, we felt that
we should pass on David's impressions to you as quickly as possible, since they appear to cast grave doubt on the Bush
Administration's hasty resort to war.

In this issue we explore the impact on people's health of institutionalized human rights violations in Israel's Occupied Ter-
ritories. We find that these violations are linked to global power structures, to the powerful economic interests that un-
dermine democratic processes in the US, and to the present war in the Persian Gulf. We argue that the same standard must
be applied to Israeli behavior in the areas it is occupying as to Iraqi conduct towards Kuwait. And we end with an urgent
call for action. The next issue will focus on developments affecting health in Egypt, and will examine the reasons why the
White House feared that delaying the Gulf war would have destabilized US allies in the Middle East.

While we don't claim to be experts on the Middle East, or to have all the answers, we feel that the following reports at
least raise some questions that merit serious reflection. We hope you will take the time to read them, reach your own con-
clusions, and take appropriate action.

Where People's Health Depends on Human Rights:

Observations from a Journey to the Middle East

by David Werner

THE HESPERIAN FOUNDATION: a small group 

committed to health education and informed self-care

Like the dunes on the desert, national borders, leaders,

and ideologies shift with the winds of time. But the land-

scape of the desert remains—dazzling, thirsting, invin-

cible—with its ephemeral yet perpetual outburst of life.

Tuned to the rising and setting sun, things seem to be

constantly changing, yet always the same . . .

Thirty-one years ago, as a vagrant youth on a

bicycle, I crossed the vast highlands of Turkey and

Iran on my way to India. One of my most vivid

memories from this renegade journey to the East

was a dawn on the desolate plateau of central

Turkey. I was awakened from my bed of sand by

the roar and clank of heavy machinery relentlessly

approaching. Such an unholy racket seemed out of

place in a world traversed mostly by caravans of

camels plodding the dust on their splayed, soft

treading toes.

Springing to my feet, I saw a long line of military

tanks—steel cannons jutting from their turrets like giant

priapi aggressively grinding across the bleak landscape.

These were American tanks, sent to the Turkish rulers

as part of what was euphemistically dubbed `foreign

aid'. After all, this underdeveloped, volatile country lies

on the southern border of the Soviet Union, and the

Cold War was then in full swing.

When the tanks and caissons had lumbered past, I no-

ticed I had company. An emaciated horse, ribs protrud-

ing like harp-strings beneath its spine, had wandered

up to my campsite and was staring at me with doleful,

sunken eyes. It looked so starved that I opened a sad-

dlebag on my bicycle and pulled out a hunk of stale

bread, which I had kept for an emergency. The horse

stretched out its gaunt neck and eagerly took the bread

from my extended hand. But before it could eat it, a

small boy—thin and bony as the horse—appeared from
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nowhere, snatched the bread from the horse's lips, and

darted away, gnawing on the morsel as he ran. I felt stu-

pid for having given such a prize to a horse, in a desert

where children so often die for lack of food.

Looking back at the line of tanks disappearing into

the morning haze, I muttered to the riderless Roci-

nante: "So much for US foreign aid! . . . There must

be a better way."

Last November I revisited the Middle East. I had accepted

an invitation to Egypt, to be a ̀ guest speaker' in a two-week

regional workshop titled "Primary Health Care through Ef-

fective Participation." The group paying my way asked if I

would also be willing to visit some community-based health

initiatives in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. I jumped at the

chance.

The Middle East, the `Cradle of Civilization', is said to be

a land of contradictions and intricately blended extremes:

beauty and desolation, emptiness and overcrowding, hu-

manity and inhumanity, powerlessness and power, rifts and

allegiances, compassion and violence. It is a melting pot of

East and West where traditions, religions, and ideologies

are jumbled together yet never quite meet.

In the Middle East, as in much of the world today, the health

and well-being of the majority of the people are deteriorat-

ing because they are being systematically denied their basic

rights, especially their right to self-determination. Many of

the structures depriving people of these rights have been di-

rectly or indirectly imposed by the West. In particular, US

foreign policy and the military industrial complex that

largely conditions it have helped create the patterns of poor

health, imbalanced development, and authoritarianism that

currently plague the region.

Thus, it is essential that we US citizens become better in-

formed. Too many of us, while we vigorously protest the

violations of human rights in Central America and South

Africa, overlook the negative impact our government's poli-

cies have had on the Middle East. Most humanitarian ac-

tivists in the West are well aware that the US government

pours much more military and ̀ humanitarian' aid into prop-

ping up the brutally repressive power structure in El Sal-

vador than it gives to any other Latin American country.

We know of the links between Salvadoran death squads and

the US military and CIA. But it is also important for us to

realize the similarities between Washington's `assistance' to

El Salvador and to the Middle East.

The three countries that receive by far the most US foreign

aid are, in descending order, Israel, Egypt, and El Salvador.

These three regimes have much in common in addition to

their `open doors' to US ideology and business. All have

poor human rights records that include systematic torture

and political prisoners. Although Egypt lacks the death

squads and institutionalized terrorism of El Salvador, both

are authoritarian states where any kind of unauthorized

community organizing or popular demand for change is

considered subversive. Israel, for its part, practices tyranni-

cal repression against the Palestinians. And in all of these

countries, the US government not only turns a blind eye to

violations of human rights and international law, but in

some ways encourages them.

Clearly, not all the systemic violations of rights within these

countries stem from US intrusion. Certain deep-seated in-

justices are endemic and have a long history. But in an

awakening world where disadvantaged peoples are begin-

ning to unite and struggle for their rights, the neocolonial

iron fist of the US government within its velvet glove of

`free enterprise' has both engendered and perpetuated un-

told poverty, suffering, and poor health.

Apology and explanation

It would be presumptuous of me, as a Westerner, to at-

tempt a comprehensive or balanced report of events in the

Middle East, especially after so brief a visit (three weeks).

Yet precisely because I come from the West, and specifi-

cally from the US, I feel I must try to speak out in defense

of those whose voices are seldom heard, however spotty

and biased my reporting may be. Indeed, leaders among

the dispossessed in the Arab world begged me to speak

out.

I will try to present health and social indicators as accurately

as I can; however, data from different sources is often con-

tradictory. This is not surprising, as statistics that have po-

litical implications are always suspect. In any case, it should

be not so much the individual data as the overall pattern of

events that guides our response.

Much of what I will relate is based on statements, perspec-

tives, and insights gleaned from people I talked with—some

of whom are activists with biases as strong as my own. So

please read this report for what it is: a subjective collage of

impressions viewed most often from the standpoint of the

underdogs—those victimized by present local, national, and

global power structures. �
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His face is haggard yet strangely resilient—like an old,

gnarled olive tree which has had its branches hacked off for

fuel yet stubbornly survives and puts out tender new shoots.

Although he is only in his 40s, apart from his gentle eyes he

looks much older. What ages him is the lack of teeth, which

shortens his chin and makes his lips sink inward. (He had

explained to me, in translation from Arabic, that his teeth

were pulled out as torture while he was in jail.)

The `old' man took my hand in his two and looked search-

ingly into my eyes. He spoke softly but with an intensity of

feeling that gripped me as strongly as his bony hands.

"We have nothing against Americans," he said. "We like

Americans. What troubles us is your government. It would

sweep us aside like so much dirt for its own selfish ends.

"They tell you that we are the terrorists." He shook his head

sadly. "All we want is peace and a fair share of the land we

were born on. But look around you. Look at where and how

we are forced to live, and what we are made to endure.

Forty-two years in this refugee camp. Strangers in our own

land. Is that fair?"

We were standing in sunlight amid the ruins of the man's

house—a house that has been destroyed three times by the

soldiers.

Remains of the health worker's home

The man's daughter is a community health worker in a

neighborhood health center I had been visiting, located in

one of the biggest refugee camps in Gaza. She had taken

me to visit her family, who live just a block away on the

deeply rutted, sewage-befouled street. (Residents of the

camp told me that although the refugees, health workers,

UN, and volunteer organizations are prepared to work to-

gether to install a much-needed sanitation system, the mil-

itary government has repeatedly denied permission.)

The health worker had told me that their home was last bull-

dozed after one of the periodic raids of soldiers during a

curfew. Bursting in without a warrant, the soldiers had ran-

sacked the house and found a Palestinian flag. Because her

mother had refused to say where she had got the flag, the se-

curity police returned a few weeks later and demolished the

house as punishment. At the time the health worker's father

was in jail, having been accused of `having connections

with the PLO'.

Her family has not rebuilt the house because it cannot afford

to, having recently scraped together 7,000 shekels to get her

father out of jail.

Her father was recently released, but now three of the health

worker's brothers are in prison. Four months ago her four-

teen-year-old brother was stopped by the security police for

'questioning' while walking down the street with a group of

friends. Subjected to a severe beating, the boy admitted to

the police that his father was in detention, so they jailed him,

too. (In the Occupied Territories anyone can be arrested on

any pretext and placed in `administrative detention' for six

months without trial. The six-month period—which, I was

told, is now being lengthened to one year—can be renewed

indefinitely.)

The family is not allowed to visit the brothers in jail. The

health worker fears that her brothers are being tortured, as

her father was. Her father had shown me a jagged scar on

top of his head where he had been blasted with a jet of water

so fierce that it had torn open his scalp. The wound itself, he

explained, had been an accident, for torture within the jails

now usually uses methods that leave no signs.

Even in the case of the agonizing extraction of healthy teeth,

it is hard for the victim to prove it was done without anes-

thetic, as torture. Medical records can be produced to

counter this claim.

Still gripping my hand, the health worker's father paused

for a moment and then continued.
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"Judge for yourself who are really the terrorists," he said.

"Then go back and talk to your countrymen. Urge them to

stand up against the injustices of your government. For it

is the American government that stands in the way of a

peaceful and fair settlement between Israelis and Pales-

tinians."

Time and again, as I talked with people in Gaza and the

West Bank, I heard similar sentiments. The young doctor

in whose home I stayed in East Jerusalem also argued for

greater understanding of the Palestinian position. (He him-

self has been arrested for organizing people concerning

their health rights, and the car he drove me around in, de-

spite the large red cross and red crescent it displays, had

bullet holes in its hood where soldiers had fired on him

during a rescue mission.) These are more or less his words:

For all the abuse we have suffered, we can still

sympathize with the Israeli Jews. They, too, have

a long history of suffering and expulsion. They

have the same need as we do for respect, for un-

derstanding, and for land to call their own...

We Palestinians are prepared to live as neighbors

with the Israeli people, but with the same rights,

and as equals. It is the American government that

stands in the way of peace, and the American dol-

lar that is financing the extermination of our peo-

ple.

In this report on health-related events in the West Bank and

Gaza Strip, I do not want to get into a discussion of

whether the Israelis or the Palestinians have a greater right

to the disputed territories. Both groups clearly have a le-

gitimate need for land they can call their own.

What the Israeli government, with
backing from the US government, is

doing to the Palestinian people
amounts to systematic state terrorism.

My concern is rather with the institutionalized violation of

human rights and international law. It is with the ways in

which those with disproportionate wealth and power force

their will on disadvantaged people. My concern is about

questions of social justice, equity, and human decency. For

these are the ultimate determinants of the health of peo-

ples, of nations, and of the global environment.

It is important to state things clearly. What the Israeli gov-

ernment, with backing from the US government, is doing

to the Palestinian people amounts to systematic state ter-

rorism.

Many activists and progressives in the United States more

or less know this, but are hesitant to take a strong stand on

the issue because they don't want to be labeled as `anti-Se-

mitic'. But to protest the persecution of a vilified people is

anything but anti-Semitic! Indeed, millions of Jews—

within Israel, the US, and around the world—are deeply

upset about what the US and Israeli governments are doing

to the Palestinians. One of the groups doing the best jobs

of documenting human rights violations in the Occupied

Territories, the B'Tselem Israeli Information Center for

Human Rights in the Occupied Territories, is composed

largely of Israeli Jews.

Progressive Jews everywhere are asking: What has happened

to so distort and debase the ideals held by many of Israel's

early settlers? Many reach the conclusion that they and

Palestinians alike have become victims of a global power

game that would dehumanize and make pawns of us all.

It appears that most Israeli Jews support their government's

condemnation of the Palestinian Liberation Organization

(PLO) because they have been led to believe that it is an out-

law terrorist organization determined to butcher all Jews or

drive them into the sea. This is no longer true, if it ever was:

today the PLO is seeking a peaceful settlement. Certainly,

most of the Palestinians I met want peace. But unfortunately

the citizenry of Israel is as influenced by the disinformation

of the mass media as is the average American.

The nonviolent Palestinian quest for self-

determination

For over two years now, the PLO has made it very clear

that it is prepared to accept a peaceful settlement of the Is-

rael-Palestinian conflict. Agreeing to the 1967 ceasefire

borders, it seeks recognition of the West Bank and Gaza

Strip as an independent state side by side with Israel. Most

of the world's nations now support such a settlement as rea-

sonable and fair. By March 1989, 160 countries recognized

the independent state of Palestine.(I) In 1989 the White

House went so far as to threaten terminating US funding

for the World Health Organization if this UN agency ad-

mitted Palestine as a member state.(2)

Contrary to the disinformation spread by the mass media in

Israel and the US, the Palestinian intifada, or "uprising"

(the word's literal meaning in Arabic is "shaking off"), is

basically neither terroristic nor even violent. The intifada

began in December 1987 as a peaceful mass protest against

human rights abuses committed by Israeli troops. For the

most part it has maintained an essentially nonviolent

stance, although recently violence has escalated on both

sides. The goal of the intifada has been to mobilize the

Palestinians for self-determination, independent of the con-

trol structures of the Israeli government, and to resist
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through `grassroots solidarity' what a Hebrew newspaper

has called Israel's "war of extermination" against the Pales-

tinian population in the Occupied Territories.

The intifada's strategy of  `comprehensive civil disobedi-

ence' includes:

• Organized strikes by the commercial sector. At present

all stores except pharmacies are closed every afternoon,

and all-day `general strikes' are called in protest (or in

memory) of specific human rights violations.

• Withdrawal of labor from Israel on general strike days

and, where possible, on a more permanent basis.

• Boycotting Israeli products and encouraging the devel-

opment of a local home-grown economy as an alterna-

tive. (For 1988, official Israeli statistics showed a $300

million decline in exports from Israel to the Occupied

Territories.)

• Refusal to pay discriminatory or punitive taxes and

fines.

• Boycotting the official structures of occupation. (Large

numbers of Palestinians, including nearly all tax col-

lectors, quit their jobs with the police, soldiers and Is-

raeli civil authorities in the Occupied Territories.)

The activities of the intifada are organized by the Unified

National Leadership of the Uprising (UNLU), which com-

prises the main elements of the PLO. A basic rule of the

UNLU prohibits the use of lethal weapons, including guns

and knives. Stone throwing at the occupying troops, how-

ever, is regarded as a relatively harmless and legitimate

form of protest.

The only killings occasionally condoned by the UNLU are

those of so-called `collaborators'. These are Palestinians

who sell information to the Israeli security police or finger

leaders of `community committees'. Those they inform on

are then frequently arrested, tortured, assassinated, or de-

ported. Collaborators are regarded as national traitors and

treated as most nations treat traitors during wartime. First

they are given a series of warnings to cut their ties with the

Israeli authorities, and if they fail to do so they are executed.

The mainstream media in Israel and the US give dispro-

portionate coverage to such killings of collaborators. The

media attribute these killings to `infighting' among extrem-

ist Arab factions. There clearly is some of this. But by and

large there is remarkable unity among Palestinians. Since

the beginning of the intifada, about 140 collaborators have

been killed.

Under the circumstances, the number of violent acts com-

mitted by Palestinians—whether against their fellow Pales-

tinians or against Israeli Jews—appears surprisingly low.

This relative restraint seems to stem from a sense of soli-

darity and discipline, and suggests strong popular support of

UNLU's call for nonviolent resistance. While any violence

against innocent civilians is ethically unacceptable, the oc-

casional deadly assaults on Israelis by Palestinians—though

recently on the rise—have been relatively small in scale

compared to the massive, systematic repression and human

rights violations carried out by Israeli troops and settlers

against the Palestinians. Compare these statistics:

• According to the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF), from

December 1987 to November 1989, eight Israeli sol-

diers, ten Israeli civilians and 136 collaborators were

killed by Palestinians.

• During the same period, according to the IICHR (Israeli

Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied

Territories), 642 Palestinians were killed by Israeli

army/settlers, including 131 deaths of children under 16

years due to gunshot wounds, beatings, or tear gas. In

addition, according to IICHR, there were 37,439 Pales-

tinian `casualties'. (The IDF reported only 8,938 Pales-

tinian casualties for the same period.) The UNRWA

categorizes the casualties in the Gaza Strip as follows:

Source: The Jerusalem Media and Communication Centre (JMCC),

The lntifada: An Overview—The First Two Years, p. 10.

The high number of nonfatal as compared to fatal casualties

results in part from the military's tactic of `collective pun-

ishment'. So does the high number of beatings. Although

the Israeli government reports that many of the serious in-

juries are the unavoidable consequence of `riot control' in

which troops must use violence to protect themselves

against assault by the rioters, there is a wealth of evidence

indicating that the vast majority of serious injuries are in-

flicted upon persons who have already been restrained and

are helpless.
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A fact-finding mission conducted by a delegation of U.S.

physicians observed a pattern of

dominant side-forearm and hand mid-shaft fractures...

which suggested a deliberate policy of systematic

beating designed to disable but not to kill, to inflict

the maximum damage while reducing the risk of

death . . . indeed the word `beating' does not properly

convey the literal pounding and mauling with clubs

and other instruments required to produce the injuries

we saw.(3)

"Everyone who wants the intifada elimi-
nated must understand that there are only
three ways to do this: by transfer, starva-

tion, or physical elimination, that is—
genocide."

-Israeli Chief of General 
Staff Dan Shomron

Although the Israeli government's standard reaction to such

reports is one of denial, occasionally the truth comes out. A

Gaza Strip army commander told a local newspaper, "I only

know what orders I gave my soldiers: I ordered them to beat

up demonstrators, break their bones, and draw blood."(4)

Another newspaper article explains the strategy:

A detainee sent to Fara'a prison will be freed in 18

days unless the authorities have enough evidence to

charge him. He may then resume stoning soldiers. But

if troops break his hand, he won't be able to throw

stones for a month and a half.(5)

Since the start of the intifada, the Israeli government has in-

tensified its systematic oppression of the Palestinians. Judg-

ing from events, its goal is to make life so unbearable and

survival so difficult for the Palestinians that those who re-

main will abandon their struggle for self-determination and

move out. To get rid of the Palestinians, the Israeli govern-

ment has forsaken its declared humanitarian principles and

has resorted to state terrorism, systematic human rights vi-

olations, and a wide range of `dirty tricks'.

To crush the intifada Israel employs many of the same tac-

tics of `low-intensity conflict' used by the US and South

Africa in countries such as Nicaragua and Angola, together

with the ploys of `total war' used by the US-supported gov-

ernments of El Salvador, Guatemala, and the Philippines to

repress their own people. Although the Israeli and US gov-

ernments consistently deny or minimize the routine viola-

tion of human rights, Chief of General Staff Dan Shomron

lays the cards on the table when he says:

Everyone who wants the intifada eliminated must under-

stand that there are only three ways to do this: by transfer,

starvation, or physical elimination, that is—genocide.(6)

The Israeli government is currently using all three tech-

niques at once. Its `war of extermination' includes frequent

raids by soldiers on civilians, unjustified arrests and `ad-

ministrative detention' without trial, deportations, wide-

spread torture and beatings, plus a wide range of measures

designed to undermine the livelihood, economy, and `social

fabric' of Palestinians living in the Occupied Territories.

Many of these measures involve blatant violations of human

rights and international law, not to mention the Israeli consti-

tution. The following are some of the more flagrant violations.

• Collective punishment. International law, as embodied

in the 4th Geneva Convention, prohibits collective punish-

ment. Article 33 of the Convention states:

No protected person may be punished for an of-

fence he or she has not personally committed. Col-

lective penalties and likewise all measures of

intimidation and terrorism are prohibited.(7)

Nevertheless, collective punishment has been intensified

since the beginning of the intifada. A former military gov-

ernor of the West Bank, Ephraim Sneh, explained the pol-

icy in this way: 

The most important thing to realize is that the in-

tifada has very broad popular support. Our con-

frontation is with the entire Palestinian population,

and that is why punishment is necessarily collec-

tive measures.(8)

MK (member of the Knesset, Israel's legislature) Geula

Cohen puts it even more bluntly:

The Arabs all say they identify with the cause, so

let them all suffer for it.(9)

The most common form of collective punishment is the cur-

few, both local and general. There are round-the-clock cur-

fews which often go on for days or weeks. The intent of the

curfews is apparently not simply to discourage rioting and

public protests, but also to `crush' the community into sub-

mission through a strategy of impoverishment and violence.

These `crushing curfews' are associated with a wide range

of `punishments' that include house raids, house-by-house

beatings, house demolitions, mass arrests, tax raids (i.e., ar-

rests, beatings, confiscations of property, and other harass-

ment directed against shopkeepers and other Palestinians

who haven't paid their taxes), cuts in food, water, and elec-

tricity, the denial of access to jobs, education, and health

care, and psychological warfare.



Often families go hungry because they are not able to leave

their homes to go to the store or to their fields. Frequently

such curfews are declared during harvest time, forcing peo-

ple to go hungry in their homes while their crops rot.( 10)

The intent of the curfews is to crush the
community into submission through a

strategy of impoverishment and violence.

Violators of the curfew are subject to beatings, arrest, de-

tention, and risk being shot with plastic or rubber bullets or

even live ammunition.

Such curfews create a major obstacle to health as well as to

health care providers. One doctor described to me how he

was dragged out of his home, beaten, and arrested for hav-

ing opened his door to a desperate mother who had braved

the curfew to come to his home with a sick child.

Especially in refugee camps and more remote towns, cur-

fews are routine and often repeated, frequently with little or

no apparent provocation. Some communities in the West

Bank and Gaza have been subjected to `crushing curfews' a

full one-third of the time. One of the purposes of the cur-

fews seems to be to engender a sense of terror, abject hu-

miliation, and powerlessness. Children are often beaten in

front of their parents. Or parents are battered in front of their

children. Children grow up thinking that this condition of

terror, brutality, and insecurity is normal.

• Demolition and sealing of homes and neighborhoods.

As we drove through the streets of the West Bank and Gaza,

time and again we saw the ruins of homes that had been

bulldozed by soldiers. Occasionally we passed a whole

block of houses that had been turned into rubble. I learned

that some of these homes had been destroyed because a

family member was suspected of belonging to a community

committee, or because a child in the neighborhood had

thrown a stone at soldiers. Often the demolitions took place

without warning, giving occupants no time to remove their

belongings. 

In other cases homes or whole neighborhoods were `sealed',

with entry being blocked by towering walls of cement-filled

drums. In the countryside near Jerusalem we saw isolated

villages which had had all access roads shut off by moun-

tains of debris piled high by bulldozers, so that neither pub-

lic transportation nor school buses nor ambulances could

come within a mile of the community.

• Settlers and vigilantes. As part of its strategy to disrupt

and displace the Palestinians, the Israeli government has

been promoting the settlement of immigrant Jews in the

West Bank and Gaza Strip. For the `settlers', as they are

called, entire new heavily fortified towns are being built,

their imposing stone houses and apartments surrounded by

high barbed wire fences.

The settlers are granted a wide range of rights, privileges,

and assistance denied to the Palestinians. Resentment is in-

evitable. So arriving Jewish settlers are given machine-guns

to protect themselves. They are led to believe that all Arabs

are thieves and terrorists. Many settlers, with tacit govern-

ment approval, assume the role of `vigilantes' or paramili-

tary `loose guns', organizing their own campaigns of terror,

violence, and revenge. When violent `incidents' happen, as

they do on an almost daily basis, the Israeli government

washes its hands of any accountability or blames the `Arabs'

for having provoked them. Although settlers come from

many countries, with the most recent big influx originating

in the Soviet Union, the settlers with the worst record of

human rights violations against Palestinians are those who

have migrated from the US—a fact that has outraged Israeli

progressives and human rights groups.

The vigilantes are rarely punished, even for the most brutal

and unprovoked assaults. And when they are punished, their

prisons terms are often cut short. Last December 26 the Is-

raeli government released from jail three settlers who were

responsible for an attack on a campus that killed three Pales-

tinian students and left thirty wounded, as well as car bomb-

ings in which two Palestinian mayors lost limbs. The men

had had their original life sentences reduced on three sepa-

rate occasions by Israeli President Chaim Herzog, and a

fourth time by a parole committee. In the end, they served

less than seven years. Although some Israelis celebrated the

freed settlers as `national heroes', others protested the early

release, declaring that it legitimized and encouraged terror-

ism against Palestinians.(11)

A street in the West Bank that has been sealed by Israeli security forces
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In Gaza I had a chance to interview a victim of this sort of

unprovoked terrorism. While visiting Beach Refugee Camp

we saw a young man, obviously disabled, lying on the road

embankment. On his leg was a surgical device consisting

of a series of thin rods passing through the thighbone. From

my work with disabled children in Mexico, I knew the de-

vice was designed to gradually lengthen a leg that has been

severely shortened and deformed by a fracture.

We asked the young man what had happened. He explained

that he had been one of many victims during a rash of `Arab

bashing' following an event several months before, when a

Palestinian youth in a distant town had commandeered a

bus and driven it off a cliff. Several Jewish people had been

killed. In response, vigilante settlers all over the Occupied

Territories had carried out violent reprisals against Pales-

tinians. At the time the young man—completely unaware

of the distant incident with the truck—was driving to Birzeit

University, where he was an engineering student. Stopped

at a road block, he was dragged from his car by a group of

angry settlers who beat him with rocks and clubs, breaking

many bones. Then they tied him with a rope to the back of

his car and pushed the car off a steep embankment, drag-

ging the young man behind it into a deep ravine. Altogether,

he told us, he had suffered 32 fractures.

I asked the disabled young man if I could photograph him

to document his story. He said no, that it might reveal his

identity. The security police have warned him not to report

how he was injured, saying that if he does, worse is in store

for him.

In Israel's attempt to thwart the

Palestinian struggle for self-reliance,

deprivation of water has become a key

strategy.

This is not an isolated incident. In a community rehabilita-

tion center I visited in the Gaza Strip, the head physiother-

apist told me that 70% of the center's patients are victims of

physical violence. Most are recuperating from fractures.

Nearly a third of the victims are children.

• Denial of adequate water. Israel takes pride in `making

the desert bloom'. And certainly, as we drove across Israel,

I was impressed by the vast stretches of verdant fields and

orchards. (Indeed, the so-called `Green Line' separating Is-

rael and the Occupied Territories gets its name from the

striking contrast between the `green pastures' of Israel and

the red-brown parched `wastelands' of the West Bank.) The

difference in land productivity, however, does not result

from Israel's superior `green thumb', but from its power to

decide who gets water.

Two water lines in the Jordan Valley, West Bank. The enclosed pipe sup-

plies drinking water for Jewish settlers, the open ditch for Palestinians.

In Israel's attempt to thwart the Palestinian struggle for self-

reliance, deprivation of water has become a key strategy.

Thus discriminatory `Water Laws' systematically favor Is-

raelis at the expense of Palestinians.

The water in the West Bank comes primarily from deep

aquifers (underground water tables) and requires careful

management. Much of this water is robbed from the Pales-

tinians, for use by the Israelis. Of the 807 million cubic me-

ters (m3) of water originating in the West Bank in 1990, 510

million m3 were diverted for use in Israel. Another 160 mil-

lion m3 were allotted to the Jewish settlers in the West Bank

(who number about 100,000), while only 137 million m3

were allowed to the 1,200,000 Palestinians. This means that

the settlers get almost twelve times as much water per per-

son as do the Palestinians.

Yet Palestinians must pay twice as much for water as do

neighboring settlers. West Bank towns, where the water

originates, pay 60% more than households in Tel Aviv.

The discrimination goes even further. To supply the Jewish

settlers with abundant good water, the Israeli government

bores deep wells into the aquifers. The water pumped up

from these aquifers to irrigate the settlers' crops is causing

a steady lowering of the water table, so that the shallower

but formerly adequate wells of the Palestinians are going

dry. The Palestinians, however, are not allowed to dig new

or deeper wells without a special permit, and these permits

are routinely denied. As a result, the Palestinians are sub-

jected to an acute water shortage, and agricultural produc-

tion suffers.
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The Gaza Strip has even worse water problems than the

West Bank. In Gaza the Jewish settlers number a mere 2,500

but possess large plots of land which consume enormous

amounts of water. Their deep wells cause sea water to enter

the underground reservoirs tapped by the Palestinians. As a

result, the Palestinians’ water supply is becoming increas-

ingly saline. Not only does this steadily climbing salinity

have a direct harmful effect on people's health, it has begun

to damage agriculture and has potentially disastrous long-

term consequences.(12)

•  Over fluoridation and poisoning of drinking water. On

top of the problem of water shortage and salinity, the Israeli

government has reportedly been `treating' the public water

supply in Gaza with dangerously high levels of fluoride.(13)

This can have devastating long-term effects on health. Flu-

orosis-or poisoning from excess of fluoride-can cause prob-

lems ranging from permanent damage to teeth (especially in

children) to spondylitis (severe arthritis of the spine) and

progressive nerve damage and paralysis. The results are cu-

mulative. According to dentists I talked to, dental damage

due to fluorosis has already been noted in Palestinian chil-

dren.

Over fluoridation is not the only way in which the public

water supply has been poisoned. According to a 1986

World Health Organization report, "the occupation author-

ities put certain chemicals in the drinking water that have

adverse effects on the fertility of the Arab population. "(14)

•  Prohibition of adequate sanitation. Since 1948 hun-

dreds of thousands of refugees have been crowded into huge

refugee camps in the Occupied Territories. Especially in

Gaza, which has one of the highest population densities in

the world, living conditions are deplorable. The refugee

camps lack sewage systems, and foul-smelling sewage

flows between the crowded huts and across the unleveled

dirt streets and alleys. The stench was bad enough in the

cool season when I visited. During the hot summer season

it is said to be suffocating.

Similarly, there is no adequate system of garbage collec-

tion. The desert area surrounding the Gaza refugee camps

comprises a big garbage heap, extending for miles. Like-

wise, the lots where houses have been bulldozed as punish-

ment have been transformed into mountains of garbage.

The unhygienic state of the refugee camps in Gaza persists

only because the Israeli government has prohibited meas-

ures to provide an adequate sewage and garbage disposal

system. The refugee camps are under the administration of

the United Nations, which has been repeatedly blocked in

its attempt to improve the situation. Similarly, many non-

governmental organizations have made proposals to help

put in sewage lines, only to be stymied by red tape. 

Being forced to live under such grossly unsanitary condi-

tions has a predictably adverse effect on both health and sur-

vival, especially that of children.

•  Excessively high fees and punitive taxes. Palestinians

joke wryly that their homeland is the only place in the world

where you have to apply for a permit and pay a tax to plant

a tomato in your back yard. "They are trying to tax us out

of existence," remarked one elderly Arab. To discourage ef-

forts toward self-reliance, Palestinians are required to obtain

a permit and pay extremely high fees for almost anything.

Even the poorest families who try to eke out a living col-

lecting refuse with a donkey cart must pay to have the cart

licensed. The fee is so high that the many donkey cart driv-

ers must either give up their trade or go about it illegally, in

which case they become the targets for harassment, beat-

ings, and detention.

9

Garbage piled high in vacant lots on the outskirts of town in Gaza

Garbage-collecting cart with license plate



•  Unfair economic conditions and depressed wages. Be-

cause of the combination of population density, water short-

age, and intentional reversal of economic development,

hundreds of thousands of Palestinians living in the West

Bank and Gaza are forced to seek work elsewhere. Until re-

cently, many sought employment in the oil-rich countries

of the Persian Gulf, and sent money home to their needy

families. Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians also work

in Israel where, like Mexican `aliens' in the US, they suffer

discrimination and humiliation. They do the dirtiest, most

menial work—the kind the Jews don't want to do—and at

less than half the pay a Jew would receive. Palestinians in

the Gaza strip get up at 2 or 3 am, travel three hours by bus

to Tel Aviv, work a grueling ten-hour day, and arrive back

home late at night. When curfews are declared, workers can

leave their homes only at great risk. Apart from income lost

through curfews, workers may be fined or fired for their

failure to appear on the job.

At the time of my visit to Gaza, approximately 100,000 res-

idents from the area traveled daily to and from their jobs in

Israel. (They are not allowed to stay in Israel overnight.) At

a time when the crisis in the Persian Gulf has made poor

families even more dependent on employment in Israel, the

Israeli government has just passed a law to cut back the

number of itinerant workers from Gaza to 50,000. (Officials

grudgingly admit that Israel depends on the Palestinian

labor force, just as the US depends on the low-income labor

of Mexicans.(15))

Although Israel today is a relatively wealthy and highly de-

veloped country, most Palestinians employed in Israel have

a hard time making ends meet. They are grievously mis-

treated, underpaid, and overtaxed. Although they pay a siz-

able percentage of their paltry income for health insurance,

they are entitled to very marginal benefits. When a worker

from Gaza is injured in Tel Aviv, he usually receives only

provisional emergency care, then is sent back to Gaza. In

Gaza City the government hospitals are crowded, dirty, un-

derstaffed, and ill-equipped compared to the facilities in Is-

rael proper. The situation reminds me of South Africa with

its stark contrast between the elegant hospitals for whites

and the sorry hospitals for blacks. In truth, the brutal and

pervasive discrimination against Palestinians in Israel is

nothing less than apartheid.

• Violations against health workers and facilities. In the

aftermath of confrontations with the troops, in which large

numbers of demonstrators and bystanders are often seri-

ously injured, Israeli soldiers routinely block attempts by

emergency medical teams to enter the conflict areas. Several

doctors and ambulance drivers told me how they had re-

peatedly been stopped and turned back by Israeli troops, or

had been forced to take back alleys and side roads to avoid

roadblocks. Even though military regulations require that

soldiers help persons injured in 'confrontations' to reach

medical facilities, they rarely do so. Sometimes they have

pulled injured persons out of rescue vehicles and beaten or

detained them, occasionally with fatal results.(16)

Many injured persons are afraid to seek medical help be-

cause on a number of occasions soldiers have burst into hos-

pitals or clinics and dragged injured patients from their

beds. Some doctors and nurses who have tried to protect

their patients have been beaten or arrested.(17)

Also, soldiers have sometimes commandeered Palestinian

ambulances in order to infiltrate without being detected into

neighborhoods which residents have barricaded. Then they

suddenly jump out of the ambulance to beat, shoot, and ar-

rest people attending a community gathering.

All of these actions are clear violations of medical immunity

under international law. But the worst violations are the at-

tacks on hospitals themselves, such as the one that took

place this last October. The DF had opened fire on a Pales-

tinian demonstration at the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. At

least seventeen Palestinians were killed and many more

were injured. Many of the injured were taken to Maqassed

Hospital. The soldiers then raided the hospital, throwing tear

gas indiscriminately into the wards, including the maternity

ward. Newborn babies and their mothers had to be quickly

evacuated. Such raids on hospitals and clinics, I was told,

are not uncommon.

• Lethal misuse of `riot-control' weapons. Throwing tear

gas canisters into enclosed areas can be deadly, especially

for infants, old people, and persons with respiratory condi-

tions. International law and also instructions on the canisters

warn against such abuse. Yet the Israeli troops routinely

throw the canisters into homes, meeting halls, and even hos-

pitals.

According to a study conducted by Anne Nixon for Rädda

Barnen (the Swedish Save the Children organization) and

the Ford Foundation, nearly one quarter of the 159 child

deaths recorded in the first two years of the intifada were a

result of tear gas, mostly canisters thrown into private

homes. Of these 37 tear gas deaths, over three quarters were

infants. During this same period an estimated 10,600 to

13,000 children required medical treatment for tear gas-re-

lated injuries.(18)

Medical workers showed me remains of tear gas canisters

they had collected, including one (shown in the photo

below) which exploded in a closed room, causing severe

lung damage to two infants. Printed clearly on the canister

was "Made in Philadelphia". Shipment of tear gas from the

US continues. 

10



However, at least one of the US companies supplying Is-

rael, Transtechnology, has suspended shipments of tear gas

there because of the repeated reports of deadly misuse.(19)

The Palestinians are also used as guinea pigs to test new

weapons. According to UN representatives I talked with, it

appears that the US and Israeli militaries are experimenting

both with new gases in tear gas canisters and with super-

sized canisters. While the ordinary tear gas canister is the

size of a Coke can, these huge new tear gas `bombs' are the

size of a wastebasket, and are dropped from helicopters into

crowds, homes, and public buildings.

So-called ̀ plastic bullets' and ̀ rubber bullets', also designed

for `crowd control', are routinely misused. Although they

are intended to be fired at the ground in front of rioters and

to strike them on the ricochet, troops routinely fire them

pointblank into the body, face, or back of the head of often

fleeing victims. Scores of deaths, and hundreds of skull

fractures, blinded eyes, and other serious disabilities have

been the result. Again, many of the casualties are children.

Perhaps the most serious human rights violation is the use

of live ammunition, especially high-velocity bullets. These

bullets—which disintegrate upon contact and cause such

extensive damage that if they hit an arm or leg it must often

be amputated—have no place in domestic riot control.

Nine-year-old child shot in back of head by Israeli soldiers in Gaza

•  Closures of schools, colleges, and universities. Shortly

after the start of the intifada, the Israeli government closed

down all schools, colleges, and universities in the West

Bank. In effect, education was condemned as subversive.

Primary and secondary schools were allowed to reopen after

one and a half years, but classes are still suspended inter-

mittently during curfews. Several months ago most of the

colleges were allowed to resume functioning, but the uni-

versities (except for Bethlehem University) remain closed.

Any student or professor caught on the campus of a closed

university is subject to beating, arrest, or deportation. (20)

In some ways learning has suffered from this repression.

But in other ways it has become intensified and more prag-

matic. Most professors have continued to give classes out-

side the university premises, in mosques, churches, and

private homes, although this is illegal. At first the IDF made

great efforts to identify and raid these clandestine centers

of learning, but at present such informal classes are for the

most part tolerated.

•  Deportation of community leaders. One of the aims of

Israeli government policy is the disintegration of commu-

nity organization and structure. Yet the more the intifada

has been suppressed, the more it has spread. In the struggle

to survive the terror and repression, Palestinians have pulled

together and developed new strategies for production, com-

munication, survival, and mutual assistance. One outcome

of this process has been the formation of `popular commit-

tees' to help people help each other. These community com-

mittees were quickly declared illegal, and many of their

members were subjected to beatings and `administrative de-

tention'. (21)

Members of the popular committees, along with suspected

members of the PLO, are now frequently being deported by

force to refugee camps in Jordan and Lebanon.

Deportations are carried out on two grounds: for alleged se-

curity (i.e., political) reasons, and for lack of a valid resi-

dence permit. (Residence permits are often taken away from

people for little or no reason, subjecting them to the risk of

subsequent deportation.) The deportations on political

grounds can be appealed to the Israeli High Court; to date,

however, no order has ever been overturned.(22)
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Deportation of persons from their homeland is yet another

violation of international law. But, despite protests by

human rights groups, increasingly large numbers of Pales-

tinians are being deported, with diminishing possibilities

for appeal.

Impact on health

The mufti-faceted `war of extermination' against the Pales-

tinians has taken a heavy toll on life and health, especially

among children. The infant mortality rate (IMR) in the Oc-

cupied Territories varies from 40 to 80 (deaths per 1,000

live births) depending on the area, as compared to fourteen

in Israel proper. The Israeli government officially claims an

IMR of 30 for Palestinians. However, both the UN and

UNICEF confirm the higher figures. Even the Israeli Cen-

tral Bureau of Statistics reported an IMR of 70/1000 for the

West Bank in 1985.(23)

Child mortality is especially high in the refugee cams dur-

ing the hot summer season, primarily due to diarrheal dis-

ease. The death of so many children from diarrhea is linked

to the rampant spread of disease through rotting debris and

open sewers. As we have discussed, this sanitation night-

mare is perpetuated by the refusal of the Israeli government

to permit adequate systems of sewage and refuse disposal.

Also contributing to the high mortality from diarrhea is

widespread malnutrition, which lowers children's resistance

to infection. (It is a well-known medical maxim that "the

child who dies from diarrhea dies from malnutrition.") Mal-

nutrition rates among Palestinian children vary from 34% in

rural areas near Jerusalem to 40% in the Hebron District

and 55% among girls in the Ain al-Dyouk area of the Jor-

dan Valley. Mothers' nutritional status during pregnancy

also affects the health and survival of children. In some

areas of the Occupied Territories more than 60% of moth-

ers have been found to be anemic.(24)

Sewage flows down a street in a refugee camp in Gaza

Again, there is little question that Israeli punitive meas-

ures— including embargoes, deprivation of food and water,

stifling taxes, and barriers to agricultural and other produc-

tivity— contribute significantly to the present levels of child

and maternal malnutrition.(25)

Before the intifada, government expenditures on health—

and therefore the quality of government medical services—

were much lower in the Occupied Territories than in Israel.

In response to the intifada, spending on health and other

services in the Territories was slashed even further. Hun-

dreds of Palestinian doctors and health personnel lost their

jobs. One of the newest hospitals in East Jerusalem was

converted into a huge police station.

The charts below show how the infant mortality rates in the

West Bank and Gaza, on the one hand, and Israel, on the

other, correlate conversely with the relative spending on

health.
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Out of the ashes

“Under conditions of military rule, the challenge

that faces Palestinians lies precisely in their ability

to develop creative modes of coordination and co-

operation from the bottom upwards—as this seems

to be a matter of survival.” (26)

—The Union of Palestinian Medical Relief

Committees, West Bank and Gaza Strip

In spite of the Israeli government's massive assault on the

human rights of the Palestinian people, I came away from

the West Bank and Gaza with an odd sense of exhilaration,

even hope. There is something uplifting about the human

bond, the courageous unity, the accelerated pulse of trust

and understanding and mutual assistance, the unrelenting

sense of urgency that draws people together when they face

severe repression and daunting odds.

The uphill struggle for basic rights often brings out the best

in people. It shatters their previous self-centered outlook

and somehow makes them more resourceful, more giving,

and more fully alive—more fully human. Men and women,

adults and children, teachers and students, priests and

parishioners, healers and patients all begin to relate to each

other and work together more as equals and friends, sharing

a common vision.

The more the intifada is suppressed, 
the more it spreads.

I have witnessed this same kind of vital human synergy in

the struggle for self-determination in just a few other cir-

cumstances: once when I visited Nicaragua at the time of

the overthrow of Somoza; once when I was hosted by pro-

gressive groups struggling against apartheid in South

Africa; and once when I was in Mozambique. 

When power structures become too repressive, they sow the

seeds of their own undoing. Latin Americans say half-jok-

ingly, "Paulo Freire was a great `consciousness raiser', but

Anastasio Somoza was more effective." And so it is in the

Occupied Territories.

Even some Israeli leaders have come to admit the counter-

productive results of violent repression. For example, MKs

Yossi Sarid and Dedi Zucker made the following observation:

The past year has shown that the more the intifada is

suppressed, the more it spreads. It is possible to con-

tain a particular outbreak of rebellion by concentrated

effort, but it is impossible to put down the rebellion it-

self which is constantly changing in accordance with

its needs and possibilities. Most of the means of sup-

pression employed were not only ineffective but ac-

tually boomeranged and inflamed the intifada. The

punishments in general, but specifically the collec-

tive punishments, drew more and more Palestinians

into the cycle of resistance, broadened it and deep-

ened its roots.(27)

The sense of solidarity that has arisen out of the Palestinian

struggle is truly impressive. For example, when I visited the

community blood bank in Gaza, the director told me with

pride that in spite of the enormous need for transfusions due

to the brutality of the soldiers, the bank was never short of

blood. Hundreds of youths, many of them teenagers, en-

thusiastically donate blood. The bank has a sophisticated

record system of the blood types of virtually the whole com-

munity, so that those in need can be quickly matched with

donors in times of crisis. The bank's director told me that

during the Armenian earthquake disaster, when large

amounts of blood were desperately needed, the young Arabs

in the refugee camps rallied to make donations.

The Palestinian revolution in health care

In East Jerusalem and the West Bank I met many people

who are committing their lives, often at considerable risk, to

helping their people work together and endure. Because of

my experience in primary health care, I was warmly wel-

comed by the Union of Palestinian Medical Relief Com-

mittees (UPMRC), a network spread throughout the

Occupied Territories. Amazingly, its membership includes

nearly a third of all Palestinian doctors. These daringly pro-

gressive doctors have taken a highly effective community

based approach to primary health care, and are actively

training and providing back-up for community and village

health workers.
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I visited UPMRC health posts in both the West Bank and

Gaza, and was impressed by the clean, orderly facilities as

well as the competence, comprehensiveness, and friendli-

ness of care. There is strong emphasis on preventive meas-

ures, especially in maternal and child health.

With cooperation from Birzeit University (which officially

remains closed), the UPMRC has developed some excel-

lent posters and teaching materials. One of the group's in-

novative ideas is to print health messages illustrated with

colorful drawings on plastic shopping bags. Themes include

oral rehydration therapy, breastfeeding, and appropriate

weaning foods.

Despite repeated IDF raids on the community health posts,

health workers continue to provide badly needed health pro-

motion and services. Many injured and beaten persons who

are afraid to go to the government medical facilities come

to these community health posts, confident that they are

among friends.

The UPMRC health team also runs an ambulance service

and braves abuse by soldiers in order to provide emergency

services in conflict situations. Several doctors and health

workers have been killed while attempting to help the in-

jured. Over 30 have been beaten and/or arrested—some of

them several times.

The doctor who was my host in East Jerusalem, one of the

founders of the UPMRC, told me that he has been arrested

three times. One night the security police arrived at his

home and marched him away. "For questioning," they said.

"At least they didn't torture me," the doctor said. Then he

told me how they made him stand for 24 hours with his

hands against a wall and a black cloth bag placed over his

head so that he could not see and had difficulty breathing.

To me that sounded like torture, but the Palestinians reserve

the term for much worse brutalities.

In spite of all he has gone through, the doctor is still ready

to stand up to the Israeli army in defense of his people. He

has two young daughters, ages one and three. One Sunday

when the family was in church, a small boy who had just

thrown a stone at passing soldiers dashed into the church

followed by a band of soldiers brandishing weapons. While

the congregation cowered in terror, the doctor calmly

stepped forward and asked the soldiers to please not inter-

vene in a place of worship. The soldiers, taken aback,

pointed their weapons at the doctor, then grumbled some

threats and retreated—this time without either arresting the

doctor or pursuing the boy.

"You have a lot of courage," I commented.

Community health workers in the West Bank using role-playing 

to practice attending people injured by Israeli soldiers

The doctor shook his head sadly. "We try to keep our chil-

dren away from all the violence," he said. "But this time our

little girls were right there watching the whole thing: the en-

raged soldiers, the terrified people, the pointing of guns.

They, too, were terrified. My three-year-old wept all night.

She still wakes up screaming . . . What does all this conflict

and cruelty do to children growing up?"

The role of the US government in 

perpetuating Middle East conflicts

It all seems so unnecessary. I found myself asking how all

this Israeli-Arab conflict has come about. And why hasn't it

been resolved?

In a swank, very plastic, US-style fast food cafeteria we

stopped at on the Israeli side of the Green Line after leav-

ing the Gaza Strip, we watched a group of Israeli soldiers

laughing and joking as they ate their hamburgers and sipped

their Cokes. Many of them looked so fresh and young and

innocent, like schoolboys. I came away with the feeling that

both the Palestinian people and the Israeli soldiers are being

used, like expendable pawns, in a global power game. Most

Palestinians and many of the Jewish people long for peace.

If the US government also truly wanted peace and was will-

ing to withhold some of its vast military and economic aid

to Israel until an equitable settlement was reached, a peace-

ful resolution would be around the corner.

But the US government has another agenda. It has pur-

chased the allegiance of Israel with billions of dollars and

used the Israeli government as a hired gun to do some of

the dirtiest work in its global power game. It has conscripted

Israel's leaders as accomplices in US covert operations, il-

legal supply of arms, and dirty wars ranging from Latin

America to Africa. It has transformed this tiny, idealistic na-
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tion of kibbutzim into a repressive police state and US

proxy—a heavily armed outpost of Washington's foreign

policy bolstering US economic and military dominance

over the oil-producing countries of the Persian Gulf.

Peace and negotiated settlement are at present clearly not

top priority for the US government, either in the Israel-Arab

conflict or in the Iraq-Kuwait conflict. The US government

is more concerned about the profits of American oil com-

panies and the military industrial complex than about the

lives and well-being of the world's people.

But whatever the immediate effects of the current war, some

big changes are in the air. The US government and the

wealthy interests it represents have gone too far too often.

They have wrought violence and brought hunger to too

many of the world's people. Too many of the so-called

democracies they helped to create and militarized have de-

fended only the freedom of the strong to exploit the weak.

But gradually the oppressed peoples of the world are awak-

ening, rallying, and preparing to struggle for their rights.

Major political changes are brewing in the Middle East and

in the world as a whole. The disaster of growth-oriented de-

velopment at the expense of equity and ecological balance

cannot continue much longer.

The time has come for the US government to draw back

from its attempt to dominate the world economy. Washing-

ton needs to start allowing struggling peoples everywhere to

determine their own course. We need to drastically reduce

military spending and invest the resulting `peace dividend'

in energy- and environment-conserving measures so that we

no longer have to depend on oil imports from the Middle

East.

It is time for Americans to awaken to the plight of our world

and its people, to join in solidarity with humanity, and to

demand a radical change in our government, and in our for-

eign and domestic policy.

There may still be time to limit far-reaching global disaster

if we act now. Oppose US abuse of power! And as a start,

oppose the Gulf war. Support a peaceful, negotiated settle-

ment of both the Israeli Palestinian and Iraqi-Kuwaiti con-

flicts. We need to take just as vigorous action to end Israeli

violations of human rights and international law in the Oc-

cupied Territories as to oppose similar Iraqi violations in

Kuwait—not because Saddam Hussein says so, but because

moral consistency demands it. If we do otherwise we are

hypocrites; we forfeit all moral authority. As US citizens,

we bear a special responsibility to take action, since our

government has contributed significantly to creating both

these tragic and dangerous confrontations.
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Things we can each do right now

• Protest the US policy of violence in the Middle East.

Call, write, and send telegrams to President Bush and

Congress demanding a halt to the war against Iraq, whose

prime victims are sure to be innocent civilians. Call for a

return to the quest for a peaceful settlement and an end to

all the acts of bullying and violence plaguing the Middle

East, including Iraq's invasion of Kuwait, Syria's and Is-

rael's occupation of Lebanon, Israel's violations of Pales-

tinians' rights (including the blanket curfew that the Israeli

military has been enforcing in the Occupied Territories-

ever since the war began), and the massive US attack on

Iraq. Urge that such an all-inclusive settlement be a first

step toward a new era of respect for the rights and self-de-

termination of all peoples.

• Petition and vote for laws to prohibit PAC (political

action committees) donations to the election cam-

paigns of presidential and congressional candidates.

As it stands, the bribery power of these PACs over high-

level decisions allows powerful economic interests—such

as the arms industry, oil industry, and pro-Israel lobby—

to dictate national and international policies, including

those in the Middle East. This is reflected in Washington's

massive backing for Israel and refusal to support the UN

in negotiating a fair settlement between Israel and Pales-

tine. Not until Congressional policy decisions become

genuinely democratic cyan we hope that the US govern-

ment will give more weight to the needs of distressed peo-

ples and less weight to the selfish demands of powerful

economic interests. (See article beginning on p. I7.)

• Become better informed, and help others become in-

formed, about the complex dynamics of health, wealth,

and power in the Middle East and throughout the world.

Don't trust the mainstream media; the lens through which

it transmits reality is distorted by its vested interest in the

status quo and its allegiance to dominant economic forces.

Instead, read the alternative press, human rights and in-

dependent studies by those whose allegiance is to hu-

manity and the disadvantaged, and reach your own

conclusions. (See the suggested reading list that follows.)

• Join local groups working for human rights, social

justice, and self-determination in the Middle East and

elsewhere. 

•  Get to know, befriend, and form a personal bond

with persons or groups who are looked down upon,

feared, distrusted, or are in other ways `different'. Ul-

timately, everyone is human. By building on one another's

strengths rather than condemning or attacking others for

their weaknesses, we can go beyond the fear and misun-

derstanding that our own isolation creates.
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The US government's precipitous launching of a major war

against Iraq—in which the casualties among innocent civil-

ians in both Iraq and Kuwait, as well as among American

soldiers, will be enormous—is a flagrant overreaction. It is

comparable to Israel's actions in the West Bank, where IDF

(Israeli Defense Forces) troops react to a child's stone

throwing by demolishing homes and lobbing tear has can-

isters into maternity wards. Such collective punishment is

out of all proportion to the offense. The stone-throwing—

like the invasion of Kuwait provides the pretext for impos-

ing an agenda of ironfisted domination. The bully can get

away with it (for the time being) only because of the enor-

mous imbalance of power.

Saddam Hussein's attack on Kuwait was also a case of fla-

grant bullying, and needs to be dealt with firmly and pru-

dently by the international community. There can be no

doubt that Hussein is a brutal dictator at home, a ruthless

opportunist abroad, and a consistent violator of human

rights. But he was all of these things before he invaded

Kuwait, and his behavior didn't seem to offend Washing-

ton's ethical sensibilities then. The Bush Administration's

sudden vendetta against Saddam is no more motivated by

repugnance at its target's vices and crimes than was its re-

cent campaign against Manuel Noriega, another former US

ally. Bush's attempts to explain US actions in terms of moral

imperatives are as hypocritical and expedient as Hussein's

invocation of the Palestinian cause.

Had it been given sufficient time, the global embargo stood

a good chance of forcing Saddam to the negotiating table.

And if the US government had shown greater patience and

restraint, the world community (acting through the United

Nations) could perhaps have brokered a settlement that

would have avoided massive bloodshed and been relatively

fair and beneficial to the suffering people of Iraq and

Kuwait, as well as possibly to the ravaged populations of

Israel's Occupied Territories, Lebanon, Jordan, and else-

where.

It is known that in today's wars, with their `advanced'

weapons and strategies, over 80%r of the casualties are

civilians; more than half are women and children. Apart

from entailing a bloodbath of unforeseeable proportions, the

present war in the Middle East will have immense political

and economic costs and worldwide repercussions. It will al-

most certainly result in the US being deeply hated by most

Arabs for a very long time to come, and may lead to Wash-

ington maintaining armies of occupation in a number of

Middle Eastern countries in order to keep its semi-feudal

allies in power in the face of major popular revolts sparked

by the war and the perception that these regimes "sold out"

to Washington by joining the anti-Iraq coalition. (The

Egyptian and Syrian governments have already shut down

schools and universities to head off large-scale protests.(1))

In terms of possible peace dividends, global stability, debt

burden, world hunger, growing poverty, and the planetary

crisis in health and environment—in short, in terms of the
well-being and future of humanity—the current war will in-

evitably bring far greater losses than gains.

Iraq's attack on Kuwait was a godsend

for the arms industry and leviathan 

military establishment.

Since a more humane, peaceful, and prudent alternative ex-

ists, why the rush into war? If most of humanity stands to

lose from such a war, who stands to gain? And how do those

who hope to gain acquire such overwhelming influence

over national and global policies?

Those who stand to profit from the war are the arms indus-

try and oil industry—together with the whole `military in-

dustrial complex', which in the US includes the Pentagon

and a giant network of national and multinational corpora-

tions. The `business of war' is one of the biggest and most

profitable in the United States. And the US government,

through a complex of lobbies and affiliations, is an integral

part of that business. The War Resisters League calculates

that over 60% of US tax dollars goes directly or indirectly

to military-related expenses.(2)

Iraq's attack on Kuwait was a godsend for the arms indus-

try and leviathan military establishment. With the `outbreak

of peace' at the end-of the Cold War, President Bush was

hard-pressed to justify his reluctance to reduce the econ-

omy-crushing one trillion dollar annual military budget. In

search of new enemies to replace the `Evil Empire', he

milked and militarized the deceitful `War on Drugs' for all

it was worth. But this was not enough to keep Congress

from toying with the idea of slashing military spending. The

unsolicited `peace dividend' was already on the horizon

when the Gulf crisis saved the day (at least for those whose

wealth depends on violence).
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What Determines US Policy in the Middle East?

The Role of Powerful Economic Interests and PACs

David Werner



The specter of war and a threat to our `national security'

once more became the dominant force in dictating the US

political and economic climate. From a free market per-

spective, the war accomplishes the threefold purpose of

bailing out the military-industrial complex, providing an ex-

cuse for a steep hike in gasoline prices, and conveniently

eclipsing such bothersome concerns as environmental pro-

tection, public welfare, growing poverty, distressed minori-

ties, and people's lack of confidence in the processes of

American democracy (reflected in a widespread failure to

vote).

The US government is so strongly influ-
enced by the agenda of big business that it
often seems that `national security' is in-

distinguishable from `corporate interests'.

The US oil industry began to reap huge profits from the

mere threat of war in the gulf. Within days of the Iraqi in-

vasion of Kuwait last August, the price of gasoline shot

up—-long before the Gulf crisis had any effect on crude oil

supply or price in the US. The crisis was used as a pretext

for increasing profits. As of January 24, Texaco's profits had

risen by 34 percent.(3)

The US government is so strongly influenced by the agenda

of big business that it often seems that `national security' is

indistinguishable from `corporate interests'.

Powerful economic entities in the US and abroad lobby for

their interests mainly through `political action committees'

(PALS for short). These PACs, some of which have millions

of dollars at their disposal, make fat donations to presiden-

tial and Congressional candidates in tacit exchange for fa-

vors. Whether a candidate wins or loses an election often

depends on whether the PACs put more money behind him

or his opponent. Congressional candidates soon learn that if

they want to be elected or reelected they had better support

the policies backed by the most powerful PACs. Those few

representatives who have opposed the aims of these PACs,

or have objected to their unscrupulous power to manipulate

government policies, have usually not been reelected.

Current law permits this barely disguised form of bribery,

which mocks and subverts the democratic process. It is in

large part the underhanded buying power of their PACs that

permits the arms industry, oil industry, tobacco companies,

savings and loan conglomerates, and the powerful pro-Israel

lobby to decide who gets elected and who does not, and

thereby to dictate both domestic and foreign policy.

The most powerful political lobby in the US (the one that

donates more election money than any other) is linked to

the American Israel Public Affairs Committee. The pro-Is-

rael lobby—referred to in Congress simply as `The

Lobby'—consists of 78 PACs, which in 1988 donated 5.4

million dollars to 477 Congressional candidates.(4) (It is

splintered into a multitude of so-called `stealth PACs' to get

around a law prohibiting more than $10,000 in donations

from any one PAC to a candidate.) It should be pointed out

that the Israeli lobby is no more representative of the Jew-

ish people than the S & L lobby or oil lobby is representa-

tive of most Americans—like these other pressure groups,

it advances the agenda of a wealthy, elite minority.

`The Lobby's' pervasive influence over who gets elected

helps explain the grossly disproportionate amount of for-

eign aid that the US awards to the Israeli government. US

military and economic assistance to Israel—which currently

stands at $3 billion a year—accounts for one-quarter of the

entire US foreign aid budget. This is an extraordinary level

of assistance, especially considering Israel's relative afflu-

ence (many other countries have much greater needs) and

poor human rights record. (Unabated massive assistance is

a clear sign that Washington's unconditional support for Is-

rael remains essentially intact, despite recent US votes for

watered-down UN Security Council resolutions critical of

Tel Aviv votes that were really just tactical maneuvers to

placate the Arab states siding with the US against Iraq.)
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Washington's double Standard: A Partial

List of Recent Invasions the US has 

Downplayed and Tacitly Supported:

• South Africa's occupation of Namibia (1918-1989), in-

vasion of Angola (1976), and repeated large-scale incur-

sions into Angola, Mozambique, Lesotho, Botswana,

Zambia, and Zimbabwe.

• Turkey's 1974 invasion of Cyprus. 2,000 killed, 2,000

displaced. Turkey subsequently annexed northern Cyprus.

• Indonesia's 1975 invasion, occupation, and annexation

of East Timor. 200,000 killed.

• Morocco's 1975 invasion, annexation, and continuing

occupation of the Western Sahara.

• Israel's 1982 invasion of Lebanon. Some 20,000 killed,

including many civilian victims of massive Israeli bombing

of Beirut and other cities. Part of the country remains under

Israeli occupation to this day. Syria has also maintained a

major military presence in Lebanon since the mid-1970s.

• And, of course, Washington's own invasions of Cuba

(1961), the Dominican Republic (1965), Cambodia

(1970), Laos (1971), Grenada (1983), and Panama (1989).



The strong pro-Israel lobby—which collectively pours more

money into manipulating Congressional election results

than does any other PAC—is widely acknowledged to play

a pivotal role in shaping US Middle Eastern policy. The

servile sort of relationship that pro-Israel money can create

was highlighted when George Shultz, then Secretary of

State, led the audience at a 1988 American Israel Commit-

tee convention in a chant of "PLO, hell no! "(5) Even North

Carolina Republican Senator Jesse Helms, a notorious ultra-

right-wing racist, changed his anti-Semitic tune after the

pro-Israel PACs almost unseated him in the 1984 elections.

Soon afterwards Helms flew to Jerusalem, where he made

a point of being photographed wearing a yarmulke (Jewish

skullcap). He has since become a stalwart supporter of Is-

rael.(6)

US military and economic assistance to 
Israel—which currently stands at 
$3 billion a year—accounts for 

one-quarter of the entire US foreign aid
budget.

In addition to its strong influence on Middle Eastern pol-

icy, the powerful pro-Israel lobby figures in US-Israel col-

laboration in overt and covert operations to crush the

`struggles for liberation from unjust systems' by oppressed

peoples all over the world. (Israel has collaborated with the

CIA in various international crimes, including illegal supply

of arms to the Contras in Nicaragua during the period of the

Boland Amendment. Israel has also acted as a surrogate for

Washington in situations where direct U.S. involvement

would be politically inexpedient, for instance providing mil-

itary aid and training to the Guatemalan Army and to So-

moza's National Guard in Nicaragua after their blatant

human rights abuses had forced the Carter Administration to

cut off its support.)

Not until the electoral process is taken out of the hands of
powerful economic entities and returned to the people in a
truly democratic form can we hope that the US government
will respect the call for equitable self-determination by
under privileged peoples, either within our own country or
in other parts of the world.

What this means is that democratically minded citizens

must take organized action. To confront US complicity in

Israel's continuing repression of Palestinians—and the US

government's tendency to put the profits of big business be-

fore the needs and rights of disadvantaged peoples—we

must work to clean up and revitalize our own failing system

of democracy.

As a crucial part of curtailing foul play at high levels, we

must awaken and organize the American public to take a

stand against PAC donations. One way to do this is to vote

for Congressional representatives who actively promote leg-

islation to make PAC donations illegal, and to vote against

those who oppose such legislation or who in other ways ̀ buy

into' PAC bribery. We also urge you to support Common

Cause's campaign to outlaw PAC campaign contributions. 

Clearly, influence-buying by PACs is but one of many tac-

tics that powerful economic entities use to shape the polit-

ical economy of the nation and world to their advantage.

Nevertheless, grassroots opposition to legalized bribery by

PACs can be an important step toward making the United

States—and many parts of the world subjected to US influ-

ence—more genuinely democratic.

By taking action to make the United States truly democratic

and egalitarian, we will be helping to free millions of dis-

advantaged Americans from poverty, discrimination, and

gutting of public services. But we will also be helping to

liberate the victims of injustice in the many countries where

the US government has aided and abetted repressive

regimes or advanced the interests of multinational corpora-

tions at the expense of the needs and rights of the people.

For us Americans, the struggle for liberation of victimized

peoples—Palestinians, Egyptians, Iraqis, campesinos in El

Salvador and the rest of Central America, the disabled in

Angola, blacks in South Africa, and in general the under-

dogs in the world's current balance of power—must begin

here at home.
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Too often, innocent civilians are the secret targets of state ter-

rorism. Palestinian child with nerve damage resulting from

clubbing by Israeli soldiers.

Morin, Miami Herald, August 9, 1990

http://healthwrights.org/Newsletters/NL23.pdf

