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Investigation sheds
light on Israeli crimes
in yearlong war in Gaza

’

Aljazeera’s
investigative
unit(l-Unit)
investigated
thousands of
videosand photos
postedtosocial
media by Israeli
soldiers.

The bodies of a father and
his child killed in the Israeli
bombardment of the Gaza
Strip, lie in front of the
morgue at Al-Aqsa Hospital
in Deir Al-Balah, on Oct.
22,2023
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Howwas thisinvestigation
conducted?

As journalists in the West sought to
portray the war on Gaza as complex
and nuanced, a flood of social media
posts from Israeli soldiers suggested
theyregardeditasanythingbut.
Thel-Unitdecided toinvestigate these
posts.

It expected to have to dedicate consid-
erable resources to geolocation - the
use ofsatellite mapsand other sources
to identify specific locations - and to
the use of facial recognition software
to scan the internet to identify the sol-
diers featured in the photos and vid-
eos. What it found, however, was that,
for the most part, soldiers posted ma-
terial in their own names on publicly
accessible platforms and often gave
details of when and where the inci-
dentsdepicted tookplace.

The I-Unit began collecting these vid-
eos and photos, compiling a database
of more than 2,500 social media ac-
counts.
Itshowedthefootagetoarange ofmili-
taryand humanrights experts, includ-
ing Dixon, Charlie Herbert, a retired

major-generalinthe British Army,and
Bill Van Esveld, the associate director
forthe Middle Eastand North Africaat
Human Rights Watch.

Italso employed teams on the ground
to film the testimony of witnesses and
made use of Israeli drone footage col-
lected by AlJazeera Arabic.

Whatdid the investigation find?
Thebehaviourdisplayed in the photos
and videos ranges from crass jokes
and soldiers rifling through women’s
underwear drawers to what appears
tobethe murder ofunarmed civilians.
It will be for prosecutors to decide
the guilt or otherwise of the soldiers,
but both Dixon and Van Esveld told Al
Jazeera that several of the incidents
documented merited investigation by
international investigators.

Most of the photos and videos fell
into one of three categories: wanton
destruction, the mistreatment of de-
tainees and the use of human shields.
All three may be violations of interna-
tional humanitarian law (IHL) and war
crimes under the Rome Statute of the
International Criminal Court.

Israeli soldiers stand by a truck packed with bound and blindfolded Palestinian detainees, in Gaza,
on Dec.8, 2023.
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Wanton destruction

The videos frequently show soldiers
smashing up and destroying property
and possessions. Others show houses
being set alight. The most commonly
recurring feature was the detonation
ofbuildings.

“The fact that they’ve been able to rig
these buildings up with explosives
shows very clearly that there’s no cur-
rentthreatfromthosebuildings,” Her-
berttold AlJazeera.

“There’s no justification for destroy-
ing a structure if the enemy isn’tin it,”
said Van Esveld. “You can’t go around
wantonly, unnecessarily destroying
... civilian property ... It's banned,” he
added. “And if you do enough of'it, it’s
awarcrime.”

What does IHL say about the destruc-
tion ofproperty?

Article 8(2)(a)(iv) of the Rome Statute
prohibits “extensive destruction and
appropriation of property, not justi-
fied by military necessity and carried
outunlawfully and wantonly”.

Mistreatmentofdetainees
Some of the videos show large num-
bers of detainees stripped to their un-
derwear, beingheldinstress positions
and mocked for having soiled them-
selves. One shows naked and near-na-
ked detainees,bound and blindfolded,
being kicked and dragged around on
thefloor.

In one video, a French-Israeli soldier
films a detainee being pulled from the
back ofatruckand says: “Look, 'm go-
ing to show you his back. You're going
tolaughatthis. Hewastortured.”
“Torture is one of the most serious
international crimes ... Very often,
though, it's difficult to get evidence
... This kind of material where you
have persons on camera admitting
that they have participated in torture
would be very useful to any investiga-
tor or a prosecutor,” Dixon told Al Ja-
zeera.

By Richard Sanders
and Al Jazeera
Investigative Unit*

ANALYSIS

When they entered Gaza on Oc-
tober 27, after three weeks of
aerial bombardment following
Hamas’s October 7 attack on
Israel, Israeli troops took their
iPhoneswith them.

“Weliveinaneraoftechnology, and this has been described as
the first livestreamed genocide in history,” Palestinian novel-
istSusan Abulhawa told AlJazeera’s investigative unit (I-Unit).
Intheyearsince, Israelisoldiers have posted thousands of vid-
eosandphotoson Instagram, Facebook, TikTok and YouTube.

These videos and photos form the foundation of the I-Unit’s
new film, which investigates Israeli war crimes primarily

selves have provided.

licking theirlips at’.

Soldiers’ videos are complemented
by witness testimony gathered by the
[-Unit'steamin Gaza. Thefilmincludes
threeaccounts ofbeatingandabuse.
“Theytookmyson, the eldest,whohad
justbeenmarried,” said Abu Amer. “He
was tortured. I could hear his screams
astheywere suffocatinghimand beat-
ing him in the adjacent room. There
was nothing we could do with the ri-
fles pointed at our heads. We could not
makeamove.”

Abu Amer says a soldier told his son:
“Nothing prevents us from killing you.
We could just kill you all. That’s nor-
mal. No one will deter us, and no one
will callustoaccount.”

Women were also abused. Hadeel
Dahdoubh said a soldier kicked her in
the stomach. “He beat me on the back
with the gun and on the head with a
piece of metalinhishand.Isaid to him,
‘loosen the handcuff’, but he would
onlytightenitfurther”

Another Palestinian from Gaza, Fadi
Bakr, said he was forced to lie on a de-
composing corpse by a soldier who
threatened to execute him.
Later,atthe Sde Teimandetentioncen-
tre in southern Israel, he said he saw
guards using a dog to rape a young
maleinmate.

What does IHL say about the mistreat-
mentofdetainees?

Article 8 (2)(a)(ii) of the Rome Stat-
ute prohibits “torture or inhuman
treatment, including biological ex-
periments”; while Article 8 (2)(b)(xxi)
prohibits “committing outrages upon
personal dignity, in particular humili-
atingand degradingtreatment”.

Humanshields

The I-Unitinterviewed six individuals
who testified to being used as human
shieldsbyIsraelitroops.

Abu Amer described how during
clashes between Israeli soldiers and
Palestinian fighters, the Israeli sol-
diers “took us, the men, and placed us

through the medium of the evidence Israeli soldiers them-

It is, according to Rodney Dixon, an international law expert
featured in the film, “a treasure trove which you very seldom
come across ... something which I think prosecutors will be

near the balcony. They placed their
weapons above our heads and fired at
theyoungmenontheotherside.”

He says he was then forced to inspect
buildings for booby traps and ambush-
es while a soldier monitored him from
abalcony with a machinegun. “He said,
tryanythingandI'll shootyou.”
Footage gathered by Al Jazeera Arabic
supports this. It shows a detainee be-
ing forced to inspect empty buildings
whilebeingmonitored by a drone.
Separate footage shows bloodied de-
tainees being fitted with cameras so
they can enter buildings troops have
notyetsecured.

A photo taken by an Israeli soldier in
Gaza City in November - and posted
online - shows two detainees walking
in front of a tank with a soldier behind
them. In an interview, one of the men
later described how they were co-
ercedand used ashumanshields.
Atthe Nasser Hospital in Khan Younis
in February a young man was forced
to act as a messenger by the Israelis,
orderingdisplaced people to evacuate
the building. The man was then shot
deadbyasniperinfrontofhis mother.
Usingpeopletoperformmilitarytasks
is “in many ways the definition of us-
ing persons as a human shield”, Dixon
explained.

The I-Unit interviewed the victim’s
motherand another witness.

What does IHL say about the use of hu-
man shields?

Article 8 (2)(b)(xxiii) of the Rome Stat-
ute prohibits “utilizing the presence
of a civilian or other protected person
torender certain points, areas or mili-
tary forces immune from military op-
erations”.

Are there any particular units that
feature prominently in the photos and
videos?

The 8219 Combat Engineering Battal-
ion - also known as the Gadhan Com-
mando - features prominently in vid-
eosposted online.




