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CAT Considers House Demolitions as Torture

and Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Punishment

GENEVA:  The UN legal body of independent experts monitoring the International Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman and Degrading Treatment of Punishment today met in Geneva to consider Israel’s performance of its obligations under that human rights treaty.  The Committee against Torture (CAT) spent much of its half-day dialogue with the Israeli delegation discussing the state’s behaviour as an Occupying Power Palestinian territories of Jerusalem, West Bank and Gaza Strip.  This 27th session of CAT coincided with the Israeli occupation army’s destructive incursions into the Gaza Strip’s Rafah Refugee Camp.  Reports today described two Israeli bulldozers, protected by six tanks, advancing about two hundred meters into the Camp’s Block O and destroying eleven Palestinian family homes. 

Meanwhile, at Geneva, CAT Chairman Peter Thomas Burns (Canada) inquired as to how the Government of Israel (GoI) reconciled its practice of house demolitions with provisions of the Fourth Geneva Convention regarding the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War.  Concerning Israel’s obligations under the Torture Convention and other human rights law, CAT requested from GoI to explain how it addresses the obligation to investigate and compensate victims of such abuses of State power.

Committee members noted that Israeli authorities have demolished some 500 Palestinian homes in the first year of the current uprising, leaving 12,000 people homeless. Mr. Alexander M. Yakovlev (Russian Federation) also sought answers from the Israeli delegation on the widespread practice of house demolitions.  He also noted that this form of cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment is compounded by closure of the occupied territories, affecting the population there in general.  MR. Ole Vedel Rasmussen (Denmark) similar observed that closures and roadblocks are a part of Israel’s punishing treatment of occupied Palestinians in general.  Similarly, Mr. Yu Mengjia (China) referred to Israel’s demolition of Palestinian homes as “indiscriminate” and violating Article 16 of the Convention against Torture.

Mr. Andreas Mavrommatis (Cyprus) characterised house demolition as a familiar colonial device that did not succeed to subdue populations under the British practitioners.  He pointed out that it now constitutes a form of unusually harsh punishment under Article 16 of the Convention against Torture (concerned with “other acts of cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment”).  Challenging Israel’s known “security” pretext for house demolitions, Mr. Mavrommatis asked the GoI delegation, for example, even if a machine gun were found in a house, to explain the reasoning for the destruction of the house.

Mr. Guibril Camara (Senegal) observed that the apparently gratuitous demolition of Palestinian houses constitutes an Israeli practice for possible consideration under Article 1 of the Convention, which applies the strict definition of “torture” as any act deliberately to inflict severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental.  Mr. Camara asked the GoI to clarify the purpose of demolitions, “if not to inflict pain and suffering?” 

The Committee members taking the floor in thïs meeting of the 27th session rejected official Israeli statements, the GoI report to CAT and the Israeli High Court assertion of “necessity” as a rationale for the regular practice of torture and other cruel, in human and degrading treatment or punishment of Palestinians.  The Committee’s Rapporteur Mr. Sayed Kassem el-Masry (Egypt) expounded on the contradiction between GoI claims of house demolitions for reason of security; whereas, the pattern of this Israeli practice is not to target tall buildings from which Israel personnel might be vulnerable to a logistical disadvantage in case of armed confrontation.  Rather, as Mr. El-Masry noted, the Israeli occupation forces have instead  concentrated on demolishing family homes in the poor Palestinian neighborhoods and refugee camps.  The Rapporteur reiterated the view that house demolitions should be considered as explicitly as a form of torture under the Convention’s Article 1.  In this regard also, the Convention’s provision for compensation of victims was repeatedly raised as a remedy provided under the Convention.

Habitat International Coalition (HIC) commends the Committee against Torture at this stage in the Israel review for recognising the dimensions of suffering caused by most house demolitions as act of senseless cruelty.  The member organisations forming HIC also monitor similar violations in cases in many States that conduct house demolitions and forced evictions. 

We do hope that, in the particular review of Israel, the Committee against Torture does not limit its consideration of house demolitions practiced against native Palestinians as a matter only in the OPTs.  The State and Government of Israel carry out the same practice exceptionally against Arab Palestinian citizens of Israel under dubious pretexts, including lack of license and “nonrecognition” of indigenous villages.  Israel’s dispossession and demolition of Palestinian property has been the continuous fact of the past half century under the colonising jurisdiction of GoI and its parastatal institutions, such as the World Zionist Organisation/Jewish Agency (for the Land of Israel) and the Jewish National Fund.

The Israeli delegation will have the opportunity to respond to the Committee’s queries at its 27th session, Wednesday, 21 November 2001, at 15:30 o’clock.
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