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The Middle East Network is appalled by the decision of the Israeli parliament, the Knesset,
to ban UNRWA from operating in Israel. The Middle East Network notes that this is the
first time in UN history that a member state has arbitrarily interfered with the mandate
of a UN organisation, and that the intervention comes in the wake of an independent
study from 2024 that finds that UNRWA has robust mechanisms and procedures in place
to ensure compliance with the principle of humanitarian neutrality[1].

Israel's banning of UNRWA raises serious questions about the decision's proportionality
and reinforces fears of ethnic cleansing, as the decision is a direct attack on
humanitarian principles and UNRWA is the very symbol that Palestinians as a people have
political, economic and social rights on an equal footing with other peoples.

The importance of UNRWA

The network reminds that:

UNRWA is far more than a humanitarian organisation in the narrow sense and that
UNRWA has played a crucial role in the lives of Palestinians since 1949, a fact
emphasized in the 2024 report.

UNRWA is the only UN organisation with a specific mandate to support Palestinian
refugees. This mandate, given by the UN General Assembly, is designed to address the
unique and complex needs of Palestinian refugees in terms of health, education,
social welfare and emergency relief. The mandate was given with the support of
Israel.

UNRWA provides an infrastructure that enables access to education and basic
healthcare services for 1.9 million Palestinians in Gaza and 800,000 Palestinians in the
West Bank. In addition, UNRWA is a central lifeline for 170,000 Palestinian refugees in
Lebanon, 400,000 in Syria and 2 million in Jordan.

Other UN organisations such as UNICEF, WHO and UNHCR work with broader global
mandates and each focus on specific sectors (health, education, repatriation) and
therefore do not have the capacity and expertise to take on UNRWA's much broader
mandate.

[1] https://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/content/resources/unrwa_independent_review_on_neutrality.pdf

https://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/content/resources/unrwa_independent_review_on_neutrality.pdf
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UNRWA's presence in the Palestinian territories is a stabilising factor. The
organisation is one of the few institutions trusted by Palestinian refugees and its
roots in the local community provide an invaluable ability to work in the difficult
circumstances that other UN organisations would struggle to match.

Israel's commitments

The Network recognizes that:

According to the rules of warfare[2], every occupying power is obliged to ensure the
basic human rights of the civilian population and to protect the civilian population
occupied territories. This means that Israel is responsible for ensuring adequate
health conditions, food supply and access to necessary facilities such as water and
medicine. Services that UNRWA has largely been responsible for and funded with the
help of the international community.

Any form of collective punishment of civilian populations is prohibited under the
conventions to which Israel is a party. Restrictions on access to necessary resources,
blockades or other actions that affect the population's access to basic services basic
services such as water, electricity and food are considered illegal collective
punishment.

Denmark's commitments

The network reminds that:

Denmark has legal obligations to ensure that we do not directly or indirectly
contribute to or support other countries' violations of human rights and
international humanitarian law, including the Geneva Conventions.

This means that Denmark must not directly or indirectly support actions that may
lead to violations of the rights of the civilian population in occupied territories,
and actively refrain from co-operation that directly or indirectly supports such
violations.

[2] Genève Conventions 
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The public discourse on Palestinians

The network also expresses great concern about the consequences of:

Public discourse, media coverage and political debate on Palestinian rights largely
focus on security and terror, and only to a lesser extent on the long-standing
violation of Palestinians' political, economic and social rights. Terror and
oppression are, for long stretches, difficult to separate, and fighting terror cannot
be done without fighting oppression.

The general silence among policy makers contributes to undermining faith in an
international legal system - a system that Denmark as a small state is also completely
dependent on.

Call to the Danish government

Against this background, we once again call on the Danish government to:

Protest the decision to close UNRWA and maintain Danish support for UNRWA. 

·Increase support for civil society and humanitarian organisations operating in and
Gaza and the West Bank, so that Palestinians can still get the help they are entitled
to.

We also call on Denmark to:

As a future member of the UN Security Council, to actively work for unhindered
access for humanitarian aid to Gaza in accordance with the 4th Geneva Convention
of 1948.

As a member of the EU, actively contribute to ensure that the EU's continued trade
agreement with Israel is conditional on Israel's compliance with its obligations
under international law, as emphasized in the trade agreement.

 
As a co-signatory to the Human Rights Convention, the Genocide Convention and
the Geneva Conventions to prevent the Danish state, through the sale of arms
directly or indirectly enabling the killing of Palestinian or Israeli civilians.
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Finally, we call on the Danish government to work towards a negotiated peace that
involving all key actors and representatives of both the Palestinian and Israeli people.

The Palestinian refugees will not disappear by closing UNRWA, but by finding a solution
to the tragedy in the Middle East that honours the inviolable rights of all peoples.

For further information, please contact:

Peter Hansen, former Commissioner-General of UNRWA from 1996-2005. 
       Email: peter_hansen1941@hotmail.com

Mogens Lykketoft, former Minister of Taxation, Finance and Foreign Affairs,
Chairman of the Social Democratic Party, the Danish Parliament and the UN General
Assembly (2015-2016). 

       Email: mogens@lykketoft.dk

Jørgen Lissner, former UN Country Director in Jordan for UNDP,            
       email: jorgen@lissner.net

You can read more about the Middle East Network's work at

 www.mellemoestnetvaerket.com
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