
The 2001 UN Durban Conference and its Long Impacts on Delegitimization of Israel

[bookmark: _GoBack]In September 2001, the United Nations held the third World Conference Against Racism in Durban South Africa, officially in order to mark the end of the apartheid regime and to initiate an policy program with the declared goal of ending racial and other forms of discrimination around the world. The conference had a diplomatic forum, attended by more than 100 countries, and a non-governmental forum, with more than 1500 organizations, and 5000 participants. Leading journalists and media platforms came to Durban to report on the conference. 

Many participants described the conference atmosphere as highly antisemitic, including threatening confrontations targeting Jewish and Israeli participants. Tracts with caricatures of Jews with fangs dripping blood were distributed by the Arab Lawyers Union, and delegates picked up copies of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion.[footnoteRef:1] Hate literature and speeches denouncing Israeli “apartheid” were accompanied by carefully planned mass marches through the streets, with t-shirts and placards declaring “Zionism is racism.” When a few Jewish students wore t-shirts urging: “Fight Racism not Jews,” they were attacked violently. Tom Lantos, a member of the US Congress and a Holocaust survivor, wrote of Durban as “the most sickening display of hate for Jews I have seen since the Nazi period."[footnoteRef:2] Prof. Irwin Cotler, a Canadian member of Parliament on the Canadian delegation, denounced the anti-racism conference as itself a source of racism. Because the 9/11 mass terror attacks by Al Qaida against the US took place as few days later, Cotler declared “If 9/11 was the Kristallnacht of terror, then Durban was the Mein Kampf.”  And the antisemitic and anti-Israel impacts of the Durban conference have continued to echo two decades later.  [1:  Jonathan Rosen, “The Uncomfortable question of Anti-Semitism”, New York Times, Nov. 4, 2001
https://www.nytimes.com/2001/11/04/magazine/the-uncomfortable-question-of-anti-semitism.html?searchResultPosition=1]  [2:  Tom Lantos: "The Durban Debacle" https://dl.tufts.edu/concern/pdfs/tx31qt958 ] 


The agendas, list of speakers, and draft texts for both the diplomatic and NGO forums were manipulated in order to revive the 1975 UN General Assembly resolution that declared Zionism to be a form of racism. This process was led by the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) bloc in the UN and Palestinian officials, in cooperation with allied NGOs. The 1975 UN resolution had been formally rescinded in 1991, but the UN mechanisms remained active. With the collapse of the Oslo process and the escalation of violent attacks and responses, the political conditions were ripe for a world-wide soft-power campaign based on this and related themes. 

In the weeks before the conference opening, the US government sought to influence the proposed texts in order to remove the inflammatory language, including the use of the term holocausts to deliberately diminish the Nazi Holocaust perpetrated against the Jewish people. The diplomatic forum working draft also included allegations of "ethnic cleansing of the Arab population in historic Palestine." When this was rejected, the American and Israeli delegations walked out. The Canadian delegation declared that its decision to remain was based on the need to “decry the attempts at this Conference to de-legitimize the State of Israel and to dishonour the history and suffering of the Jewish people.” The text of the Final Declaration adopted by the diplomatic forum was then revised, over the objections of Iran and other Islamic representatives, but some denunciations of Israel, and the references to “the plight of the Palestinian people under foreign occupation” and “the inalienable right of the Palestinian people to self-determination” remained. This language is repeated, along with condemnations of Israel, in regular meetings of the UN Human Rights Council and in the periodic Durban Review Conferences held by the UN. 

The NGO Forum
The NGO Forum had the most virulent and lasting impact. The 5000 representatives from 1500 NGOs, funded primarily by the Ford foundation, the governments of Canada and the EU, and the UN, met in a stadium to approve the anti-Israel draft declarations without change, led by Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, a number of Palestinian NGOs, including Al Haq, and the South African National NGO Coalition (SANNGOCO). (In reality, the terms “non-governmental” and “civil society” to describe these organizations are misleading. They are closely linked to and funded by governmental and political frameworks, and are used to promote the interests and policies of their respective patrons under the façades of universality and morality.) 

When the representatives of Jewish NGOs, such as the International Association of Jewish Lawyers and Jurists (IAJLJ), sought to participate in the discussions of the caucus of international human rights NGOs, HRW’s advocacy director Reed Brody joined the move to expel them. According to Prof. Anne Bayefsky, an IALJ delegate, Brody declared that representatives of Jewish groups were unwelcome. Similarly, Lantos wrote, “What is perhaps most disturbing about the NGO community’s actions is that many of America’s top human rights leaders — [including] Reed Brody of Human Rights Watch …participated. ….It was surprising how reluctant they were to attack the anti-Semitic atmosphere ….” 

Similarly, Jewish student groups from Europe reported their shock. For example, Joelle Fisse wrote: “For the first time in their lives, they have been subjected to racism—by people who staged antiracist speeches. Thousands of people united to isolate, offend, and intimidate them—all in the name of antiracism. ...A new phenomenon, Judeophobia, an abstract notion until then, brutally imposes itself…” 

Without debate or a vote, the participants adopted the Final Declaration and Program of Action. Paragraph 164 asserts that the “targeted victims of Israel’s brand of apartheid and ethnic cleansing methods have been in particular children, women and refugees.” The authors labeled Israel a “racist apartheid state” guilty of “genocide,” demanded an end to its ‘racist crimes’ against Palestinians,” and endorsed an international war crimes tribunal to try Israeli citizens. On this basis, the participants agreed to “a policy of complete and total isolation of Israel as an apartheid state...the imposition of mandatory and comprehensive sanctions and embargoes, the full cessation of all links (diplomatic, economic, social, aid, military cooperation
and training) between all states and Israel.” The NGO declaration also condemned “those states
who are supporting, aiding and abetting the Israeli apartheid state and its perpetration of racist crimes against humanity including ethnic cleansing, acts of genocide.” After this document was adopted, many of the NGO participants celebrated.

From Tehran to Durban: Manipulating the Process

The path towards Durban began with General Assembly Resolution #52/111 (12 December 1997), which created the mechanism for the third conference linked to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD). The UN then scheduled four regional preparatory conferences, including in Teheran (for Asia) in February 2001, where the Islamic bloc and their influential NGO allies shifted the focus from the stated objectives to attacks on Zionism and Israel. The agenda and draft texts produced in Tehran included repeated accusations of racism, apartheid, genocide, ethnic cleansing and war crimes.[footnoteRef:3] And although UN officials assured Jewish and Israeli NGO officials that they would be able to participate in this meeting, the Iranian government systematically rejected their visa requests. [3:  Harris O. Schoenberg, “Demonization in Durban: The World Conference Against Racism” The American Jewish Year Book , 2002, Vol. 102 (2002), pp. 85-111, American Jewish Committee; Springer] 


Throughout the preparatory process and during the conference itself, participants repeatedly called on UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Mary Robinson to take action in order to stop the exploitation of the event for antisemitic and anti-Israel hate. Months before the Teheran regional meeting, the Simon Wiesenthal Center and others warned that Israelis and Jewish NGO delegates would be excluded, but Robinson, whose deep hostility towards Israel was well known, ignored them. The plan for hijacking of the conference began in Teheran, including the composition of the agendas and texts, and leading directly to the disastrous results in Durban. Lantos concludes “it is clear that much of the responsibility for the debacle rests on [Robinson’s] shoulders.” 

The end of the Oslo process and the environment of violence, including Palestinian mass terror attacks, particularly bus and restaurant bombings, and Israeli military responses facilitated support for using the Durban framework to demonize and delegitimize Israel. Numerous images of Mohammed Al Dura, the Palestinian child allegedly killed by Israel in an exchange of fire with Palestinians, were featured at Durban, and the child’s father was flown in. Adding to the virulent atmosphere, speeches by PLO leader Yasir Arafat and spokesperson Hanan Ashwari repeated the Israeli “apartheid” and “war crimes” themes. 

These factors and processes were used and combined by the core actors in promoting their explicit objectives of using the Durban conference and the UN to relaunch a more virulent form of the 1975 “Zionism is racism” political war. Although the US walkout from and the subsequent actions of Canadian and other officials limited the impact from the diplomatic forum, they succeeded in using the NGO forum for this purpose. 

Impacts: Boycotts, Lawfare and other forms of Demonization

The impacts of Durban, and specifically, the Final Declaration and Plan of Action adopted by the 1500 groups represented in the NGO Forum continue to reverberate 20 years later, in the form of soft-power warfare, demonization and delegitimization. 

The first step in this implementation of the “the complete international isolation of Israel as an apartheid state…” was led by the same NGOs a few months after Durban, in April 2002. Following a number of Palestinian mass terror attacks in which hundreds of Israeli civilians were killed, including the Park Hotel bombing on Passover, an Israeli military operation was launched against the terror bases – particularly the Jenin refugee camp. NGOs and Palestinian officials responded by falsely accusing Israel of a “massacre.” 

Citing these false claims and implementing the Durban NGO action plan, and following the model used against South African apartheid, a number of UK-based organizations launched a campaign to boycott Israeli universities and individual academics. Shortly afterwards, in the US, Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International began to call for consumer boycotts of firms they claimed were implicated in Israeli war crimes. Quoting the same language, student organizations on university campuses introduced resolutions calling for boycotts of Israel. Together, these campaigns became known as the BDS – boycotts, divestment and sanctions – movement.  

In the two decades that followed, the Durban agenda of boycotts and demonization led by NGOs has continued to grow. And although the economic impact on Israel is insignificant, the political results of are important in isolating Israelis and as sources for harassment and, in some cases, violent attacks. And as this process developed, the origins of BDS in the Durban NGO Forum were deliberately blurred. To give BDS a more authentic facade, the Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel (PCABI) was formed. (Omar Barghouti, an academic born in Qatar to Palestinian parents, raised in Egypt, married to an Israeli Arab and living in Israel, was presented as the head of the BDS movement.)  

A second form of international isolation resulting from the Durban NGO Forum plan of action is known as lawfare. Through exploitation of universal jurisdiction provisions in a number of countries, including Belgium and the UK, and more importantly, via the International Criminal Court, the NGOs and Palestinian leadership have sought to associate Israel with war crimes, including apartheid. 

As in the case of BDS, the main impact of lawfare is political rather than substantive. In a few cases, such as the UK, Spain and Belgium, NGOs were able to initiate a legal process targeting individual Israelis such as former Foreign Minister Tzippi Livni and IDF officers such as Doron Almog, using war crimes allegations. As a result, these and other ex-officials refrained from traveling to these countries to avoid media coverage that would have highlighted the labels. 

In the International Criminal Court, the NGOs leading the Durban-based lawfare efforts lobbied intensely with little movement until March 2021, when the Prosecutor at the time, Fatou Bensouda, declared that the ICC had jurisdiction and would begin investigations of Israelis. Her term ended shortly afterwards, and any action would have to be decided upon by the new prosecutor, Karim Khan. 

In the political realm, however, the lawfare campaigns linking Israel to allegations of war crimes have reinforced the demonization and delegitimization process, as outlined in the Durban NGO Final Declaration.  

Some Lessons Learned
Although the action plans continue to be implemented, the intense criticism of the 2001 Durban process and impacts, and particularly the antisemitism, also led to some important changes. The Ford Foundation, which funded the participation of the Palestinian and other NGOs in the forum through its Cairo office, announced an end to funding for “groups that promote or condone bigotry or violence, or that challenge the very existence of legitimate, sovereign states like Israel.”  

In addition, the general UN practice of holding follow-up events after major international conferences was substantially delayed in this case – the first such event took place in 2009 in Geneva, without an NGO Forum and the diplomatic session was boycotted by most democracies. The same pattern held for the third and fourth follow-up events, including in 2021. 

However, in comparison to the ongoing impacts in terms of demonization of Israel, these policy changes are relatively limited. From the perspectives of the Palestinians and their allies, the Durban process overall is considered to be a major success. 
---------------





בתחילת ספטמבר 2001, קהילת זכויות האדם הבינלאומית התאספה בעיר דרבן, דרום אפריקה, לוועידה בחסות האו״ם נגד גזענות ואפליה. הוועידה התקיימה רק מספר ימים לאחר פיגוע התאבדות רצחני בפיצרייה בירושלים, שגבה את חייהם של משפחות ונערים. הפיגוע, לא הוזכר כמובן בוועידה. בשביל אלו הטוענים לעמוד בראש המוסר הבינלאומי, לישראלים אין ולא יהיו זכויות אדם. במקום זאת, המשתתפים, ובתוכם ארגונים הטוענים לקידום זכויות אדם, התמקדו באופן בלעדי בדמוניזציה של ישראל והציונות.

בוועידה התאספו 1,500 ארגונים לא-ממשלתיים וגיבשו אסטרטגיה למלחמת הדה-לגיטימציה. כך, היא הפכה לאבן הפינה לשנאה המודרנית נגד ישראל ולאנטישמיות בצורתה הנוכחית במאה ה-21. קריקטורות של יהודים עם ניבים נוטפים דם הופצו על ידי איחוד עורכי הדין הערביים, עותקים של הפרוטוקולים של זקני ציון הונחו על השולחנות, וחומרים בהם נכתב כי היטלר צדק חולקו למשתתפים. ספרות ונאומי שנאה הכוללים האשמת ״אפרטהייד״ עמדו במרכזן של הפגנות ענק ברחובות דרבן, עם שלטים המשווים את ישראל לנאצים.

התוכנית להפיכתה של ועידת דרבן לאירוע המכונן  התגבשה כמה חודשים לפני בוועידה המכינה של האו״ם בטהרן. שם, האסטרטגיה להשוואתה של ישראל לדרום אפריקה בתקופת האפרטהייד הפכה לאסטרטגיה מלחמה כוללת. בהצהרה של ארגוני הזכויות ותוכנית הפעולה ישראל תויגה כ״מדינת אפרטהייד גזענית״, אשמה ב״רצח עם״ ו״פשעי מלחמה״. מדינות העולם נדרשו ליישם מדיניות של ״בידוד מוחלט של ישראל כמדינת אפרטהייד״. 

בדרבן הונחו היסודות לקמפיין ה-BDS, הלוחמה המשפטית בהאג וצורות נוספות של לוחמה פוליטית. ואכן, מיד לאחר הוועידה התפנו הארגונים וסוכנויות האו״ם ליישום האסטרטגיה. ארגון Human Rights Watch למשל, הוביל יחד עם ארגונים אחרים את ההאשמה בדבר פשעי מלחמה לכל תגובה ישראלית לטרור – בין אם מצד חמאס או חיזבאללה. 

מלחמה זו נמשכת כבר 20 שנה, ולאחרונה אנו רואים הצפה של דוחות המאשימים את ישראל ב״אפרטהייד מהנהר ועד לים״. במקביל, רשת ארגונים לא-ממשלתיים במימון ממשלות אירופה של עשרות מליוני אירו, ממשיכים לדחוף חרמות נגד עסקים ישראליים, מוסדות אקדמיים, קבוצות ספורט ואירועי תרבות. 

ועדיין, האסטרטגיה שגובשה בדרבן מובילה את האג׳נדה של מוסדות האו״ם. באירוע לציון 20 שנה לוועידת דרבן, שיתקיים השבוע בבניין העצרת הכללית בניו-יורק, הבכירים באו״ם וחבריהם בארגונים יחגוגו את פסטיבל השנאה שלהם נגד ישראל. בנחגוד, חשוב לציין, הנשיא ביידן, ומנהיגי קנדה, בריטניה ועוד כ-28 מדינות החליטו להחרים את הוועידה. 

ניגון התוף של ועידת דרבן תרם רבות  להתקפות האנטישמיות ברחבי העולם. הנתונים מארה״ב, בריטניה ומדינות אירופה מראים כי יש עלייה בשנאה נגד יהודים ומוסדות יהודיים וישראליים.  גם היום, כמו ב-2001, רבים מאלו שמדברים בשם המוסר או החוק ממשיכים למחוק את הזכויות של קורבנות טרור וחוסר צדק, ולתמוך בגופים המאופיינים באכזריות לא אנושית. כך נראית מורשת דרבן לאחר 20 שנה.
