Adalah-NY rejoinder to Lev Leviev’s response

The Business & Human Rights Resource Centre invited Lev Leviev Group of Companies to respond to an Adalah-NY (The Coalition for Justice in the Middle East) letter detailing a series of abuses allegedly committed by Lev Leviev in the Middle East, Angola, the USA and Burma.  The letter is available here:

· http://www.mideastjustice.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=144&Itemid=74#OxfamLetter (8 January 2008)
Lev Leviev Group of Companies sent a response statement to the Resource Centre, available here:
· http://www.reports-and-materials.org/Leviev-response-to-Adalah-15-Jan-2008.doc  (15 January 2008)
Adalah-NY sent the following rejoinder to the Resource Centre:

Adalah-NY: Rejoinder to January 15 reply from Lev Leviev

January 23 2008
In his response to Adalah-NY's Jan. 8 open letter to Oxfam, posted on Jan. 15  on the website of the  Business and Human Rights Resource Centre, Israeli billionaire Lev Leviev defended his philanthropic endeavors, noted that he "knows oppression firsthand," and says that he works "to alleviate suffering around the world" due to his "wish to do good things for others." Yet again, Leviev's response to evidence of his responsibility for causing suffering appears to follow a pattern of avoidance, refusing to address serious concerns about some of his business practices. Leviev did not even address the fact that Oxfam said they could find no record of any donations by him to Oxfam America or any other Oxfam affiliate, despite claims that  Leviev supported Oxfam America in articles complimenting and quoting  Leviev in Women's Wear Daily, Lifestyles Magazine, and the news site of the FJC-CIS, an organization of which he is the president.[1]

While Adalah-NY is aware of examples of Leviev's philanthropy, we are also aware that Leviev is helping to destroy Israeli-occupied West Bank Palestinian communities like Bil'in and Jayyous, on whose land Leviev's companies build illegal Israeli settlements. All Israeli settlements violate international law according to a wide international consensus, including the advisory ruling by the International Court of Justice at the Hague against Israel's separation wall on July 9, 2004. The settlements where he has built homes - Har Homa, Ma'ale Adumim, Zufim and Matityahu East - carve the West Bank into disconnected enclaves, seize valuable resources, and isolate occupied East Jerusalem, rendering the creation of a viable Palestinian state impossible. Leviev's philanthropy in other parts of the world doesn't compensate for his contribution to inflaming arguably the world's most important political conflict. [2]

Since  Leviev experienced oppression firsthand, one might expect he would show more understanding of the extensive suffering he has caused to those oppressed by his illegal settlement activities in Occupied Palestinian Territory, and by some of his investments in other parts of the world.

Angolan journalist and activist Rafael Marques has documented numerous human rights abuses committed by the K & P Miniera security company, which protects Leviev's operations in Angola, and has been accused by Marques in his 2006 report, "Operation Kissonde: the diamonds of humiliation and misery"  of "humiliation, whipping, torture, sexual abuse, and, in some cases, assassinations." [3,4] As New York Magazine noted on May 7, 2007, "Leviev's formal response to the report did not directly address the abuses but touted his charitable activities in Angola." [5]

Likewise, when Adalah-NY began its campaign to boycott Leviev's diamond boutique in New York City, instead of addressing our charges of abuses he is responsible for in Israeli-occupied Palestinian territory, in NYC, in Angola and in Burma, Leviev responded by saying that Adalah-NY was ignoring all his philanthropic efforts. [6]

Now that Adalah-NY and Oxfam have rebutted one of his philanthropic claims, that he has donated to Oxfam, Leviev has taken a new tack, noting that he has known oppression too, while "under the yoke of communism." But once again, he avoids directly addressing the concerns that ourselves and others have repeatedly raised.

Yet the examples of suffering caused by Leviev are too clear to ignore. Consider the Palestinian farming village of Jayyous, in the Israeli-occupied West Bank. The Jewish settlement Zufim, which was illegally established on lands belonging to the ancient and idyllic Jayyous, is being developed by the Leader Management and Development Company according to a document recently obtained by Israel's Coalition of Women for Peace from the Israeli Justice Ministry. The company, also referred to as Leader, or LIDAR, is based in Zufim and is co-owned by Leviev and his brother-in-law. [7]

One beneficiary of Leviev's philanthropy, according to a report in Yedioth Ahronoth on Jan. 28, 2004, is the Land Redemption Fund (LRF).

The fund uses questionable and often deceptive means to acquire Palestinian land for the purposes of establishing Jewish settlements.

LRF attorney Moshe Glick told Yedioth that one of the LRF's intents with Zufim is to use it blur the Green Line, the internationally recognized demarcation between Israeli and Palestinian territory, and connect it with nearby communities across the Green Line in Israel.

[8] It intends to do this through the expansion of Zufim by 11 times its current size, onto the rich farmlands belonging to Jayyous. [9]

In Dec. 2004, settlers from Zufim, with questionable documentation in hand, uprooted some 650 trees belonging to Jayyous farmer Tawfiq Salim. Some of the trees were carted into Israel, and one of the settlers removing the trees jokingly offered to sell one to an international observer.[10,11] According to the Hebrew edition of Ha'aretz on Dec. 12, 2004, the company that hired the equipment that took Salim's trees was Leviev's LIDAR. Salim claims the settler's ownership documents were false, but an Israeli court refused to look at his case. [12, 13]

Shareef Omar, a representative of Jayyous' Land Defense Committee, currently barred by Israel's Shin Bet security service from working his own land, [14] explains how the village lost much of its land to

Zufim:

"In October, 1988 the Israeli military governor of our district, Qalqilya, gave Jayyous' mayor a military declaration saying that nearly 500 acres of Jayyous' agricultural land was 'state land'... 79 farmers from Jayyous appealed...

"In May, 1996, the Israeli court decided on our 1988 appeal. 18 farmers from Jayyous lost all their land, some lost part of their land, while others kept their land. In 1993 LIDAR... established a quarry on some of Jayyous' land that we were appealing to keep, three years before the Israeli court decision which took that land away.

"During this period it became clear that LIDAR was an enemy of the people of Jayyous. LIDAR used bulldozers to prepare our land for houses for Israeli settlers, and TNT to detonate more than 16 acres for a quarry. They uprooted all the olive trees on that land... Other plots were annexed to Zufim.

"LIDAR then announced that it would build 1500 new homes in a large area located 1.2 miles north of Zufim for "North Zufim." Finally, in

2002 the Israel government began building its wall in Jayyous, up to

3.5 miles from the border with Israel, so as to annex 75% of Jayyous'

land (1700 acres) and six underground wells for Zufim. The land to be cut off was used to grow fruits and vegetables which sustain our village's economy. According to the respected Israeli human rights organization B'Tselem's 2005 report 'Under the Guise of Security', 'the primary consideration in determining the route of the barrier around Zufin was to leave areas planned for the settlement's expansion and for a nearby industrial zone on the 'Israeli' side of the barrier.'

"Despite more than 60 nonviolent protests organized by Jayyous'

people, and supported by Israeli and international activists, the wall has been built here, destroying 130 acres of Jayyous' land, uprooting 4,000 trees and cutting off 75% of our land... More than 70% of Jayyous' farmers are now denied access to their land, many to the area where Leviev plans to expand Zufim..."[15]

As a result, this once-prosperous farming village of 3,400 hundred souls which once provided food for 60,000 Palestinians is now impoverished. [16-17] According to Jayyous' mayor, Muhammed Shamasny, in recent emails to Adalah-NY, out of 650 families in Jayyous, 370 now depend on food aid from international and Palestinian organizations. Shamasny also reports that approximately 70% of Jayyous' families are now in great need of food aid, and this number is constantly increasing. Shamasny explains, "the majority of inhabitants of Jayyous, who once depended on their land for livelihood, are now dependent on external food assistance programs."

This week, Leviev will attend the Davos Economic Forum for the second time. One of the topics to be discussed there is "feeding the hungry."

Jayyous could serve as a good case study for that discussion. [18]

The impoverishment of Jayyous caused by Leviev's settlement has compelled 103 out of a total of 195 students in grades 7-12 to drop out of school. Many parents explained to Wasfe Saleem, Jayyous' headmaster, that they find it too difficult or impossible to cover school expenses like tuition, money, clothes, and books. Saleem raised money from Jayyous' friends abroad, but that was only sufficient to help 92 of them. The rest have chosen to leave school and look for work. Saleem also reports that students are no longer motivated to study hard, because their dreams of attending universities now seem impossible. Before construction on the wall in Jayyous started in 2002, 180 high school graduates in Jayyous went on to pursue university studies. That number has now dropped to 50 due to lack of funds. [19]

Ironically, while Leviev boasts of his support of a UNICEF fundraiser in Cannes in May of 2007 which benefited six schools in Senegal, his actions have helped to deny the children of Jayyous their right to education. [20]

Bil'in is another Palestinian village directly affected by Leviev's illicit investments. Through his company Danya Cebus, Leviev is responsible for some 30% of the housing in Matityahu East, an extension of the Israeli settlement Mod'in Illit, which is illegally built on lands belonging to the village of Bi'lin. [21] According to Ha'aretz Diplomatic Affairs Analyst Akiva Eldar, in a Dec. 27, 2005 article titled "There's a system for turning Palestinian property into Israel's state land," LRF attorney Moshe Glick signed contradictory statements which claimed that he was acting in behalf of the Muktar of Bil'in in selling land to "The Society of the Foundation of the Land of Israel Midrasha, Ltd," land which was subsequently used to establish Jewish settlements on Bil'in's land. Villagers from Bil'in say their signatures on the sale documents were forged. [22] It is not clear if Leviev was a donor to the LRF at the time of the seizure of Bil'in's land. According to Israeli historian Gadi-al-Gazi, writing in Le Monde Diplomatique in Aug. 2006, the Israeli developers who claim to own the land on which Matityahu East is being constructed in Bil'in is the LRF. [23]

Reflecting on the seizure of Bil'in's land, Mohammed Khatib of Bil'in's Popular Committee Against the Wall wrote:

"We are connected to the land. We were born in Bil'in like our fathers and grandfathers and their fathers... Our mothers took us to harvest olives before we could speak. We remember playing under the olive trees which have since been uprooted by Israeli settlers who have come to live here. There is now a huge and growing settlement called Modi'in Illit where we played as children..."

"For the last three years in Bil'in we have engaged in a nonviolent campaign of creative protests with the support of Israeli and international activists to prevent the seizure by Israeli of 50% of our village's land for the construction of Israel's wall and the expansion of Modi'in Illit...

"Over three years of protests in Bil'in more than 800 activists were injured in more than 200 demonstrations in Bil'in... 49 Bil'in residents, including some protest leaders, were arrested. Some spent months in prison."

"As a result of our protests and in response to our legal petition, in September, 2007, Israel's Supreme Court ruled that Israel's wall must be rerouted to return half of our land that was being seized, but the Supreme Court also legalized the settlement that Leviev is building on the remaining 25% of our land, though the wall is being built in violation of even Israeli law."[24]

If, as he has claimed, Leviev's generosity is truly "motivated by the wish to do good things for others," Adalah-NY suggests that Leviev use his largess to rehouse inside the Green Line all the Israeli settlers who live in houses in settlements he has built in contravention of international law in Occupied Palestinian Territory, some of which even the Israeli High Court of Justice has confirmed is held by Israel under a "state of belligerent occupation." [25]

If the yoke of Leviev and Israel's oppression was removed from their backs, the villagers of Bil'in and Jayyous would be able to feed themselves, send their own young people to college, and wouldn't require charity. The villages of Bi'lin and Jayyous, both of which have warmly welcomed Israeli and international supporters, do not ask for Leviev's generosity; they merely ask that he return the land he has taken from them, so they can once again take care of their own needs, and help feed a viable future Palestinian state, one which can live in peace and prosperity with its Israeli neighbors. [26, 27]
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