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June 10, 2012

Independent Jewish Voices – Canada 
Supports Recommendations of
Working Group on Israel/Palestine Policy (United Church of Canada)
Condemns CIJA attack on the United Church 
Independent Jewish Voices defends the United Church’s right to determine its own policies without coercive pressure.

Independent Jewish Voices-Canada (IJV) is a national organization of Jews committed to a just resolution of the Israel/Palestine conflict based on international law and respect for the human rights of all people.  We appreciate the United Church’s long tradition of taking courageous and prophetic stands on behalf of justice and the rights of oppressed people. IJV formed, in part, to support the right of the UCC and other Canadian organizations to determine their own policies, free from coercive pressure and attacks by Israel advocacy groups.  We continue to challenge their false claims and oppose their defamatory attacks on those who raise ethical concerns about Israeli policies.  
On May 1, after two years of preparation including extensive field research in Israel and Palestine, the United Church’s Working Group on Israel/Palestine Policy (WGIP) issued a thoughtful and courageous report for discussion at the 41st General Council meeting in August.
 

Israel advocacy groups immediately mobilized against it. This time the attack has been coordinated mainly by CIJA, the Centre for Israel and Jewish Affairs (formerly the Canadian Conference for Israel and Jewish Advocacy).  On May 3, two days after the WGIP report was released, CIJA issued a threat that “the Centre for Israel and Jewish Affairs – along with its Local Partner Councils across Canada – will undertake a comprehensive campaign to shine light on the deficiencies of the report and secure the support of the general membership of the UCC to convince the delegates to the General Council to reject the report in its current form, and repudiate the skewed and unconstructive perspective it seeks to advance.”
   On June 7, CIJA announced that “it is joining forces with Christians across the country to campaign against the proposed United Church boycott of Israeli communities.”
  

In June, CIJA also issued an 18 page formal response
 attacking the WGIP report.  It is distributing this defamatory document to United Church Presbyteries and GC41 Commissioners.  

Independent Jewish Voices felt we had to speak out to express our sincere support for the WGIP, to rebut the many errors and distortions in the CIJA response, and to oppose this coercive CIJA campaign. This is our response. 

IJV supports the key recommendations of the Middle East Working Group.
IJV supports the key recommendations of the Working Group on Israel/Palestine Policy (WGIP), especially its calls to end the occupation, including the settlements and the separation wall, its support for economic action against products of the occupation, its support for a just resolution to the plight of Palestinian refugees, and its challenges to Christian Zionist theological perspectives which support the occupation. 
We believe these recommendations respond thoughtfully and courageously to the call of Christian Palestinians contained in the Kairos Palestine Document
 and in other earlier calls from the World Council of Churches to take action to help Israel turn away from the “sins” of occupation and injustice.   We agree with the WGIP that ending the occupation and its associated illegal and immoral practices (such as expropriating Palestinian land and water for settlements, house demolitions, and constructing the separation wall on Palestinian land) are primary prerequisites for peace. 

We appreciate the WGIP’s recognition that it is unreasonable and offensive to require Palestinians to recognize Israel as a Jewish state, because that implicitly means betraying their legitimate claims to their land and rights. We also support the right of Palestinian refugees, like all other refugees, to return to their homes or to receive just and negotiated compensation for their losses.  
We believe it is essential that the State of Israel finally be faithful to the vision of its founders as expressed in its Declaration of Independence:

THE STATE OF ISRAEL will . . . promote the development of the country for the benefit of all its inhabitants; will be based on the precepts of liberty, justice and peace taught by the Hebrew Prophets; will uphold the full social and political equality of all its citizens, without distinction of race, creed or sex; will guarantee full freedom of conscience, worship, education and culture; will safeguard the sanctity and inviolability of the shrines and Holy Places of all religions; and will dedicate itself to the principles of the Charter of the United Nations.

We believe that Jews can have a homeland in Israel without sacrificing the democratic rights of non-Jewish Israelis. As Jews in Canada, we enjoy the right to practice our religion and culture protected by our government. Non-Jews in Israel deserve no less.  Religiously observant IJV members point to our Torah in which God demands, “Ye shall have one manner of law, as well for the stranger, as for one of your own country: for I am the LORD your God.”
 

We stand with many Israeli Jews of conscience, some of whom the WGIP met, in affirming that the occupation and oppression of Palestinians undermine Israeli democracy and core Jewish values, promote anti-Semitism and, thereby, threaten both the future of Israel and the safety of Jews worldwide. 

We especially applaud the WGIP for calling on the United Church to exercise its ethical and religious obligation to refuse to invest in or purchase products of the Israeli occupation and to examine whether to divest from companies which profit from the occupation.  Independent Jewish Voices adopted a similar resolution in 2009 (see below) as have a number of other Jewish Israeli, international and North American organizations
.  After witnessing 45 years of continually encroaching occupation coupled with fruitless negotiation, we believe that economic and other non-violent actions are the most effective way that Israel can be influenced to change its behaviour and reach out to its Palestinian and Arab neighbours in peace. 

The Centre for Israel and Jewish Affairs is not “the official spokesperson for the organized Canadian Jewish Community.” 

CIJA has no legitimate justification for its claim to be “the official spokesperson for the organized Canadian Jewish community.” It is neither a participatory Jewish civic organization nor a Jewish faith-based organization, but a narrowly-focused, Israel-advocacy group with the very specific agenda of maintaining Canadian support for the policies of the Netanyahu-Liberman government of Israel. To counter rising sympathy for Palestinian rights in the wake of the Israeli massacre of Palestinians in the Jenin Refugee Camp, CIJA was created in 2002 by some of Canada’s Jewish corporate giants, notably Izzy Asper, Gerry Schwartz, and Heather Reisman. Its stated purpose was to coordinate Canada’s Israel lobby and to manage the “strategic direction” of the Canadian Jewish Congress (CJC).  Since its inception in 1919, the CJC had democratically allowed membership to any Canadian Jew over 18, and as a result, the CJC had included the broad spectrum of Canadian Jewish views and addressed many progressive issues. By 2004, CIJA successfully pressured the CJC to require unquestioning support for Israeli policies and actions (such as the occupation, the Separation Barrier, land expropriation, and refusal to allow Palestinian refugees to return) as a condition of membership and to shift its priorities nearly exclusively to Israel advocacy.   In 2005, CIJA formed the Canadian Jewish Political Affairs Committee (CJPAC), associated with the U.S. AIPAC, in time to back the Harper election. In exchange, the Tories gave unprecedented loyalty to Israel.
  In 2007, CIJA maneuvered to take control over the CJC, and in 2011, it disbanded the CJC. Canadian Jews were not consulted about this takeover.  

CIJA continues to be neither democratic, nor participatory.  It is still controlled by a small consortium of conservative Jewish businesspeople. Through its massive financial resources, the founders of CIJA have succeeded in hiring professional staff, establishing offices across Canada and creating an image of credence as the voice of Canadian Jewry.  However, it is clear that Canadian Jewish support for the positions which CIJA advocates is diminishing, especially among the younger generation, and is not nearly as strong as CIJA portrays.  
IJV rebuts CIJA’s defamatory attacks on the WGIP report

The CIJA response to the WGIP report
 deploys the time-worn language of hasbara – the Hebrew word used by the Israeli government and its supporters to describe efforts to promote and defend Israel in the face of all criticism. 

Here are some examples of key errors and distortions in the CIJA response to the WGIP.
1. Israel is not being subjected to “disproportionate or excessive criticism that holds Israel to standards expected of no other country” (p. 3, p. 11).  On the contrary, the WGIP calls for Israel, like all other countries, to respect and abide by international and humanitarian law.  

2. The WGIP is calling for justice for both sides. It “takes sides” only against injustice, not against Israel or Jews  (p.3).

3.  The CIJA response distorts the WGIP’s principled call of “Never again” for all people.  The WGIP does not equate Palestinian suffering to that of the Holocaust (p.5).  Rather, the WGIP is simply and eloquently calling for justice for all people. 

4. Israel uses its claim to protect its status as a “Jewish state” (as opposed to a Jewish homeland) to excuse the discriminatory injustices it imposes on Palestinians.  One of the most courageous and principled aspects of the WGIP’s report is its recognition that this is unacceptable.  Many Jewish and Israeli scholars argue that sacrificing justice and compassion in the name of a “Jewish State,” and requiring uncritical support for a state which repudiates the rights of non-Jews is a form of idolatry which corrupts and destroys everything democratic and ethical about Israel.

5. Israel exerts overwhelming military, economic, and political control over Palestinian people, in what Jeff Halper, professor at Ben Gurion University, calls a “matrix of control.” 
   This control started well before the 1967 occupation and has expanded exponentially.  While we oppose violence on both sides, the vast preponderance of violence is perpetrated by Israel, and much of the far lower level of Palestinian violence occurs in reaction to oppressive Israeli control.  CIJA’s denial that the occupation and settlements are a major source of the continuing conflict is groundless (p.7).
6.  CIJA outrageously asserts that Israel “ended occupation” in Gaza (p. 8), a claim that is not recognized either by the Canadian government or by the United Nations. In fact, Israel has continued to maintain an illegal and disastrous siege on the people of Gaza, supplemented by deadly military assaults on innocent people both during and since Operation Cast Lead. These have left the people of Gaza destitute, their essential infrastructure destroyed, and their economy systematically crippled.  

7. CIJA selectively, illogically, and inaccurately invokes international law (p.8), while ignoring Israel’s many overt violations and renunciations of international law, UN resolutions, and World Court rulings.

8. CIJA attempts to justify Israeli injustices by pointing to Palestinian and Arab state hostility against Israel (p.9).  This is akin to a schoolyard bully whining that the kids he beat up don’t like him. Israel could more easily win world and regional support if it chose to act ethically (as the WGIP points out).

9. CIJA complains that the WGIP is calling for the United Church to act on its values, by advocating a selective, focused economic boycott related specifically to the occupation (p. 9).  We believe the United Church, like the thousands of Israeli Jews who boycott settlement goods, has both the right and obligation to ethically choose how it invests its money and individual members have the right to choose what they buy.

10. CIJA objects to the WGIP’s support for negotiating the right of return for exiled Palestinians (p.11). Under international law, all refugees have the right to return to their homes or to negotiate compensation.  We agree with the WGIP that the time is long past for Israel to comply with international law and negotiate in good faith with those it drove from their homes. 

11. CIJA repeats the unfounded claim that Israel has no peace partner (p.12).  As Zalman Amit and Daphna Levit’s comprehensive research shows
, it is Israel which has consistently rejected and sabotaged the many serious Arab and Palestinian peace initiatives. As the WGIP argues, Israel needs to be pressured to finally negotiate a just peace.

12. CIJA points to other occupations worldwide to argue that the WGIP exaggerates the occupation of Palestinian land (p.12). How does this justify Israel’s unjust and illegal occupation?  CIJA also argues that some other countries don’t have clear borders, and that therefore Israel’s refusal to set its boundaries (and therefore those of a Palestinian state) has nothing to do with the occupation (p. 13).  Again this is hasbara.  Consistently Israeli Prime Ministers and political leaders have urged Israel not to set its borders in order to facilitate expropriating even more Palestinian land. 

13. CIJA tries to argue that somehow the WGIP’s concern about the hugely disproportionate number of Palestinian deaths and injuries is irrelevant because, CIJA claims, Hezbollah and Hamas use civilian human shields (p. 13).  The United Nations Fact Finding Commission on the Gaza Conflict and reputable Israeli human rights organizations such as B’tselem  have convincingly debunked the claims that Palestinians used human shields during Cast Lead (but found that Israeli soldiers regularly use human shields, and that Palestinian casualties exceed those of Israeli casualties by a factor of at least 6 to 1).
  

14.  CIJA defends the “security barrier” by claiming that it prevents suicide bombings (p.13). As the WGIP points out, there are many other explanations for the end of suicide bombings.  CIJA also fails to mention that the Separation Wall has been ruled illegal by the World Court because it is constructed on Palestinian land, expropriates a large proportion of key Palestinian land and homes, isolates people from each other and from their source of livelihood, and limits Palestinian movement and access to health care and education. 
15. Predictably, the CIJA response concludes by threatening the United Church with jeopardizing its “mutually beneficial relationship with Canada’s Jewish community” (p.15).  In reality, CIJA has had neither a “beneficial” relationship with Canada’s Jewish community nor with the United Church of Canada. 

Conclusion

IJV urges GC41 Commissioners to stand firm against CIJA’s lies, distortions, intimidation and threats. This is an opportunity for the United Church, once again, to provide moral leadership and demonstrate its courage and integrity.  We and others in both the Canadian and world Jewish community will stand with you. 
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IJV Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions Resolution


Approved at the Independent Jewish Voices AGM, Ottawa, Ontario June 14, 2009


Whereas there will be no lasting peace without implementation of international law, United Nations resolutions and respect for the human rights of both Palestinians and Jewish-Israelis, and


Whereas the United Nations Security Council unanimously passed resolution 242 in November 1967, calling on Israel to withdraw from the West Bank, Gaza, East Jerusalem, which it had invaded and occupied in June 1967, and


Whereas Israel has refused to implement resolution 242 and instead has illegally established Jewish-only settlements in these areas in violation of the Fourth Geneva Convention, and


Whereas Independent Jewish Voices is based on a strong commitment to social justice and universal human rights, and 


Whereas it is our view that the grave situation in the Middle East threatens the future of both Israelis and Palestinians as well as the stability of the whole region, and 


Whereas we support a negotiated peace between the Israeli and Palestinian peoples and oppose attempts by the Israeli government to impose its own solutions on the Palestinians, 


Therefore be it resolved that Independent Jewish Voices will


Work towards an end to military assaults and other acts of violence that target civilians;


Demand that the Israeli Government immediately and permanently withdraw from the West Bank, Gaza and the Golan and cease all discrimination against Arab Citizens in Israel. 


Call on the Canadian government to 1) cease its one-sided and uncritical support for Israel and 2) insist that Israel abide by international law in its relations with Palestinians. 


Support the Palestinian call for a campaign of boycott, divestment and sanctions until Israel meets its obligation to recognize the Palestinian people’s right to self-determination and complies with the precepts of international law, including the right of Palestinian refugees to return to their homes and properties as stipulated in UN resolution 194. 
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