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Fact Sheet 

Suspend the Euro-Med Agreement

“I remain deeply concerned about the worsening humanitarian situation in Gaza. It is unacceptable that Israel should isolate the people of Gaza and cut off essential supplies in order to exert pressure on them to reject Hamas. I agree with the United Nations that this constitutes collective punishment and is illegal under international humanitarian law.”

Those are the words of Foreign Minister, Dermot Ahern, replying to a question from Labour TD, Michael D Higgins, in the Dail on 11 March 2008.  He was referring to Israel’s economic strangulation of Gaza over the previous few months, which, according to a joint report by Trócaire, Oxfam, Amnesty International, Christian Aid and other NGOs, has produced the worst humanitarian crisis in Gaza since Israel’s occupation began in 1967.
There the Minister stated clearly that the Government regards these actions by Israel as “collective punishment”, which is contrary to international humanitarian law, specifically to Article 33 of the Fourth Geneva Convention.

The Minister was echoing the opinion of John Holmes, UN Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator, who told the Security Council on 26 February 2008:

“The effective Israeli isolation of Gaza is not justified, given Israel’s continuing obligations to the people of Gaza. It amounts to collective punishment and is contrary to international humanitarian law.”

On 2 March 2008, the EU also described Israel’s actions as “collective punishment of the people of Gaza”.  A statement by the EU Presidency said:

“The Presidency condemns the recent disproportionate use of force by the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) against Palestinian population in Gaza and urges Israel to exercise maximum restraint and refrain from all activities that endanger civilians. Such activities are contrary to international law.”

So, in the opinion of the Government (and the UN and the EU), Israel’s economic strangulation of Gaza is contrary to international humanitarian law.   In the opinion of the IPSC, it is the latest in a very, very long line of breaches of international humanitarian law committed by Israel against Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza.

Can there now be any excuse for Government refusing to support the suspension of the Euro-Med Agreement with Israel, which gives it privileged access to the EU market?

Article 2 of this Agreement makes clear that this privileged access is conditional on Israel respecting “human rights and democratic principles”.  It states:

“Relations between the Parties, as well as all the provisions of the Agreement itself, shall be based on respect for human rights and democratic principles, which guides their internal and international policy and constitutes an essential element of this Agreement.”

But, in answer to a question from Sinn Fein TD, Aengus Ó Snodaigh, on the same day, Dermot Ahern rejected the suspension of the Agreement, saying:

“There have been calls for suspension or review of the Euro-Mediterranean Association Agreement with Israel in protest at military operations and human rights violations. The Government is opposed to any such move, which would in any case require consensus within the European Union.”

Israel has produced the worst humanitarian crisis in Gaza since Israel’s occupation began in 1967, by what Dermot Ahern agrees is collective punishment contrary to international humanitarian law.  There isn’t the slightest doubt, therefore, that because of these actions Israel is in breach of its human rights obligations under Article 2 of the Agreement and that the Agreement should be suspended.  But the Government says NO.  One is left wondering what has Israel to do in order to provoke the Government into supporting the suspension of the Agreement.
Dermot Ahern seeks to justify the Government’s stance by saying that suspension would require “consensus within the EU”.  That comes close to admitting that Ireland cannot have an independent foreign policy, because of its membership of the EU.  The Government should have the courage to call for the suspension of the Agreement and argue the case for it within the EU – which already agrees that Israel has breached international humanitarian law and therefore Article 2 of the Agreement.

Dermot Ahern continued:

“It [the suspension of the Agreement] would not serve the interests of any of the parties. Meetings of the Association Council with Israel provide the opportunity for the EU to highlight its concerns on the human rights implications of Israel’s security policies.”

That argument doesn’t stand up: on the contrary, there’s a very good chance that even a threat to suspend the Agreement would cause Israel to ease, if not cease, its collective punishment of Gaza.  Israel’s privileged access to the EU market is very important to it both economically and politically, so even a threat that this access might be denied would most likely cause it to make life easier for the people of Gaza.  One thing is certain: talking to Israel at meetings Association Council will make no impact whatsoever on Israel.
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