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Palitha Kohona, Chairman of the Special Committee to Investigate Israeli Practices Affecting the Human Rights of the Palestinian People and Other Arabs of the Occupied Territories

Mr. Chairman, I thank you for giving me the floor.  It is my pleasure to be present on this occasion, both in my capacity as the Chairman of the Israeli Practices Committee, and to represent my own country, Sri Lanka.  I shall also make use of this opportunity to read the message sent by His Excellency, President Mahinda Rajapaksa.  Let me first offer my sincerest gratitude to the Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People for organizing this event and the series of events throughout the year to commemorate the international year of solidarity.  

The Palestinian question remains prominent in the world's agenda this year, as has been evidenced by numerous parliamentary actions.  The Special Committee has expressed in its report its strong feelings on the humanitarian impact on the escalation of violence resulting in large-scale destruction, devastation and displacement in Gaza, including affecting UN facilities.  

The carnage resulting from the attack on Gaza caused severe distress to the committee.  It is our fervent hope that along with the ceasefire there will be solid political progress on the ground.  It seems almost too much to hope for.  However, we must not give up hope for a lasting peace accord which will lead to the establishment of a fully sovereign and secure state of Palestine existing side by side with Israel.

Our hopes are sustained by the determination and resilience of the Palestinian people, particularly the Palestinian people of Gaza who are now picking up the pieces of their shattered lives.  The challenges the Palestinian people face in their day-to-day existence and simultaneously being asked to launch reconstruction activities are enormous.  

The committee calls on the international community to honor its pledges made in Cairo last month for the reconstruction of Gaza.  We also hope that Israel will implement in good faith the Gaza reconstruction mechanism brokered by the United Nations.  

We reiterate our call to end the illegal blockade of Gaza, which is the cause of extensive depravation in Gaza.  We welcome the partial lifting of the restrictions within the framework of the Security Council resolution 1860.

The Special Committee hopes to see improvements in the situation of Palestinian detainees, including women and children, which remains a serious concern for this committee.  The committee recently reported to the Fourth Committee of the General Assembly on the reported ill treatment, torture, medical neglect of detainees.  A high number of Palestinians are held under administrative detention without charge or trial for indefinite periods of time.  Administrative detention appears to have become the norm in the occupied Palestinian territory.

The committee has also highlighted the ongoing construction or the wall, which is illegal under international law.  The advisory opinion of the International Court of Justice remains ignored.  In addition, there has been widespread disposition of Palestinians from their agricultural land, including due to the exclusion zone in Gaza.  

The settlements and their effects on the Palestinian community is another flashpoint.  The recent announcements of new settlement building will further undermine the much-talked-about two-state solution.  Violent behavior by the settlers and excessive use of force by Israeli security forces threaten to inflame an already difficult situation and exacerbate the sense of hopelessness.

I would also like to recall that the Special Committee has urged the international community to transparently investigate the business activities of companies registered in their own respective countries that profit from and exploit the Israel's settlements in the West Bank and the occupied Syrian Golan.  

The Special Committee is concerned that the tensions in the West Bank, including in East Jerusalem, and the renewed provocations around the holy site in Jerusalem, if not addressed, could ignite another round of deadly violence and a tragic loss of lives.  Sustainable peace and security for both Israel and Palestine alike can only be achieved by addressing the burning causes of the conflict.

Mr. Chairman, the members of the Special Committee join me in wishing that next year will bring improvements in the political and economic landscape in the region that will result in stability, better living conditions and a bright future for the Palestinian people.  

Mr, President, now I shall proceed to read the message sent by his Excellency, Mahinda Rajapaksa, the President of Sri Lanka.  I quote.  "It is an honor for me to reaffirm the unwavering solidarity of the government and the people of Sri Lanka with the Palestinian people on this important occasion.  The international day this year is special as it also marks the international year of solidarity with the Palestinian people declared by the United Nations General Assembly.

"As we reflect today on the situation of Palestinians, it is my fervent hope that the international community would work with renewed vigor to explore all avenues available for peace.  We in Sri Lanka remain deeply concerned about the lack of progress in the Middle East peace process.  Finding a just and durable solution to the situation in the Middle East is vital, especially in the aftermath of the unprecedented humanitarian crisis resulting from the recent escalation of violence in Gaza.  

"I have no doubt that the indomitable spirit of the people of Palestine will help them rise to meet the challenges before them, recover from the trauma and rebuild their lives and livelihoods.  It is our hope that every effort will be made to lay the groundwork for advancement of negotiations between the two parties, which should also help to avert the recurrence of such a humanitarian crisis.  

"The blockade at Gaza that adversely effects essential services, economic activities and infrastructure development must be addressed, and the issue of increasing settlements should receive urgent attention.  The political rapprochement between Gaza and the West Bank with the formation of the unity government is particularly encouraging.  The viability of the two-state solution will depend on the political unity and economic advancement of the people of Palestine. 

"On this important occasion, it is essential that attention is paid to the children and youth of Palestine.  Prolonged conflict and lack of opportunities lead to an acute sense of hopelessness, especially among the youth.  It is critical, therefore, that the international community undertakes practical measures and programs to support the youth in order to inspire hope and confidence in their future.  

"During my state visit to Palestine early this year, I had the opportunity of meeting with a cross-section of the Palestinian community, and I was pleased to contribute to the further strengthening of political and economic relations between Sri Lanka and Palestine.  The government and the people of Sri Lanka remain committed to assisting the people of Palestine in livelihood development efforts, including through the sharing of expertise and the provision of technical and economic assistance.  

"We recall the historic vote two years ago that granted Palestine nonmember observer status in the United Nations.  Sri Lanka supports Palestine's application for admission to full membership in the United Nations.  The government and the people of Sri Lanka will always continue to stand firm in their commitment to support to a state -- to a two-state solution on the basis of relevant UN resolutions, resulting in a sovereign, independent, viable, and united state of Palestine with East Jerusalem as its capital, living within secure and recognized borders at peace and with dignity alongside Israel.

"It is my fervent hope on this important occasion that the international community will work towards translating solidarity into positive action for the realization of lasting peace."  Signed Mahinda Rajapaksa.  Thank you, Mr. Chairman.  

