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Smear Campaign Against UNRWA

Cutting off aid
to UNRWA while arming Israel

SUHAIR KARAM/IRIN

Maskripped off

On October 7, Hamas and other armed
groups achieved what Israel had as-
sumed was impossible. They broke out
of their concentration camp. The Israeli
leadership’s shock is not just over the
bloody nature of the break-out. It is that
on that day, Hamas smashed Israel’s en-
tire security concept — one designed
to keep Palestinians crushed, and Arab
states and the region’s other resistance
groups hopeless.

Last week, in a knockout blow, the World
Courtagreed to putIsrael on trial for geno-
cide in Gaza, collapsing the moral case for
an exclusively Jewish state built on the ru-
insofthe Palestinians’homeland.
Thejudges’ near-unanimous conclusion
that South Africa has made a plausible
case for Israel committing genocide
should force a reassessment of every-
thing that went before. Genocides don’t
just emerge out of thin air. They happen
after long periods in which the oppres-
sor group dehumanises another group,
incitesagainstit,and abusesit.

The World Courthasimplicitly conceded
that Palestinians were right when they
insisted that the Nakba — Israel’s mass
dispossession and ethnic cleansing op-

Divideandrule

But UNRWA's role is bigger than that.
Uniquely, it is the sole agency unifying
Palestinians wherever they live, even
when they are separated by national bor-
dersand [srael’sfragmentation of the ter-
ritoryitcontrols.

UNRWA brings Palestinians together
even when their own political leaders
have been manipulated into endless
factionalism by Israel’s divide-and-rule
policies: Hamas is nominally in charge in
Gaza, while Mahmoud Abbas’ Fatah pre-
tendstorunthe WestBank.

Inaddition, UNRWA keeps alive the moral
case for a Palestinian right of return— a
principle recognised in international
law but long ago abandoned by Western
states.

Even before October 7, UNRWA had be-
comean obstacle thatneeded removing if
Israel was ever to ethnically cleanse Gaza.
Thatis why Israel has repeatedly lobbied
to stop the biggest donors, especially the
US, from funding UNRWA.

Back in 2018, for example, the refugee
agency was plunged into an existential
crisis when US President Donald Trump
acquiesced to Israeli pressure and cut all
its funding. Even after the decision was
reversed, the agency has been limping
alongfinancially.

Now Israel is in full attack mode against
the World Court and has even more to
gain from destroying UNRWA than it did
before. The freeze in funding, and the fur-
therweakeningoftherefugeeagency, will
undermine the support structures for
Palestinians generally. But in Gaza'’s case,
the move will specifically accelerate fam-
ine and disease, making the enclave unin-
habitable faster.

eration of 1948 — never ended. It just
took on different forms. Israel became
better at concealing those crimes until
the mask was ripped off after the Octo-
ber 7 break-out.

[srael’s efforts to get rid of UNRWA are
not new. They date back many years.
For anumber of reasons, the UN refugee
agencyisathorninlsrael’sside—andall
themoresoin Gaza.

Notleast, ithas provided alifeline to Pal-
estinians there, keeping them fed and
cared for, and providing jobs to many
thousands of local people in a place
where unemployment rates are among
thehighestin the world.

It has invested in infrastructure like
hospitals and schools that make life in
Gaza more bearable, when Israel’s goal
has long been to make the enclave unin-
habitable. UNRWA's well-run schools,
staffed by local Palestinians, teach the
children their own history, about where
their grandparents once lived, and of
Israel’s campaign of dispossession and
ethnic cleansing againstthem. Thatruns
directly counter to the infamous Zionist
slogan about the Palestinians’ identi-
ty-less future: “The old will die and the
young forget.”

But it will do more. It will also serve as a
stick with which to beat the World Court
as [srael tries to fight off the genocide in-
vestigation. Israel’s barely veiled claim is
that 15 of the International Court of Jus-
tice’s 17 judges fell for South Africa’s sup-
posedlyanti-SemiticargumentthatIsrael
iscommittinggenocide.

The court quoted extensively from UN of-
ficials, including the head of UNRWA, that
Israel was actively engineering an un-
precedented humanitarian crisis in Gaza.
Now, as former UK Ambassador Craig
Murray notes, the coerced confessions
against 12 UNRWA staff serve to “provide
apropagandacounter-narrative to the IC]
judgment, and to reduce the credibility of
UNRWA's evidence before the court.”
Extraordinarily, the Western media have
done Israel’s PR work for it, happily fo-
cusing more attention on Israel’s claims
aboutahandful of UNRWA sstaffthanithas
ontheWorld Court’sdecisionto putlsrael
ontrialforgenocide.

Equally a boon to Israel is that leading
Western states have so quickly pinned
their colours to the mast. The funding
freeze cements their fates to Israel’s. It
sends amessage that they will stand with
Israel against the World Court, whatever
itdecides.

Their war on UNRWA is intended as an
act of collective intimidation directed to-
wards the court. Itis a sign that the West
refuses to accept that international law
applies to it, or its client state. It is a re-
minder that Western states refuse anyre-
straint on their freedom of action — and
that it is Israel and its sponsors who are
thetrueroguestates.

‘stark’ hypocrisy

Amnesty Internationalon Mondayjoined the growing global chorus
denouncinglsrael’salliesfor suspendingaid to the United Nations' Palestinian refugee
agency evenasthey continue to supportthe Israeli military's war on the Gaza Strip,

risking complicity in genocide.

Agnés Callamard, Amnesty’s secretary-generaland the former UN special rapporteur
onextrajudicialkillings, said that while Israel’s claim that a dozen staffers at the refugee
agency playedarolein Hamas' October7attackis “seriousand must be independently
investigated,” the “alleged actions ofafew individuals must not be used as a pretext for
cutting off lifesavingassistance in what could amountto collective punishment”.
“Some of the very governments thatannounced they will cut off funds to UNRWA
overtheseallegations have, inthe meantime, continuedto armIsraeliforces despite
overwhelmingevidencethatthesearmsare used to commitwar crimesand serious
human rightsviolations,” said Callamard. “Rushingto freeze funds forhumanitarian aid,
based onallegationsthatarestill beinginvestigated, while refusingto even consider
suspendingsupportforthe Israeli military isa stark example of double standards.”

“Instead of suspending vital funding to those in
need,” Callamard added, “states should be work-
ing to haltarms transfers to Israel and Palestin-
ianarmed groupsand pushing foranimmediate
and sustained cease-fire and full humanitarian
accesstohelpalleviate devastating suffering.”
“The humanitarian crisis has reached cata-
strophic levels, and any additional limitations
onaid willresultin more deaths and suffering.”
The United States announced last week that it
would temporarily cut off UNRWA funding as it
reviews Israel’s allegations against the low-lev-
el agency employees — a decision that came just
hours after the International Court of Justice
(1cp ruled that Israel must ensure the provision
of humanitarian aid to Gazans, tens of thousands
of whom have been killed or wounded by Israeli
bombsand shellsinlessthan fourmonths.

need assistance in Gazaactually getit”.

“No one else can play the role that UNRWA's
been playing, certainly notin the near term,” he
added. “That only underscores the importance
of UNRWA tackling this as quickly, as effectively,
and as thoroughly as possible, and that’s what
we'relooking for”

Atleastadozen countries — including the Unit-
ed Kingdom, Canada, Australia, Germany, Italy,
and the Netherlands — have joined the US in
suspending aid to the UNRWA, the most criti-
cal humanitarian aid organization in the fam-
ine-stricken Gaza Strip.

The moves have put the UNRWA's operations
in jeopardy, with the UN chief warning that the
agency’scurrentfundinglevelswon’'tbe enough
to meet all of its requirements in February. The
agency hasno strategicfinancial reserves.
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Francesca Albanese, the UN special rapporteur
for the occupied Palestinian territories, said
that “defunding UNRWA at this critical time
overtly defies” the IC]’sruling.

Médecins Sans Frontiéres, also known as
Doctors Without Borders, similarly warned
Monday that “the consequences these cuts in
funding will have on the ground contradict the
provisional measures issued by the Interna-
tional CourtofJustice.”

“The humanitarian crisis has reached cata-
strophic levels,” the group added, “and any ad-
ditional limitations on aid will result in more
deaths and suffering.”

Just over a week before the Biden adminis-
tration decided to suspend its UNRWA con-
tributions, a spokesperson for the US State
Department described the agency’s work as
“invaluable” and “lifesaving”

On Monday, US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken acknowledged that the UNRWA “has
played and continues to play an absolutely in-
dispensable role in trying to make sure that
men, women, and children who so desperately

Amnesty said the countries that have suspend-
ed aid to the UNRWA thus far provided more
thanhalfoftheagency’sbudgetin 2022.

Several major nations, including Norway and
Spain, have refused to join the US-led freeze of
aid tothe UNRWA, which the Israeligovernment
has been targeting for years and is hoping to
push out of Gaza entirely. The UNRWA quickly
fired nine of the 12 workers that Israel accused
of taking part in the October 7 attack and has
launched aninvestigation.

On Monday, Spanish Foreign Minister José Man-
uel Albares said his country will not suspend
UNRWA funding, which he said helps “alleviate
the terrible humanitarian situation in Gaza”.
Albares also pledged to continue pushing for
an end to [srael’s assault on Gaza, the release of
hostages,and alasting diplomaticsolution.

“We will not resign ourselves to watching more
innocent women, men, and children killed in
Gazaand moresufferingofPalestinian families,”
he said. “We will not resign ourselves to keep
watching the suffering of the families of hostag-
es.Theviolence muststop.”



