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A Human Rights Watch (HRW) report issued in early September claimed indiscriminate Israeli attacks in last year’s war were the cause of most Lebanese deaths. There are serious flaws in this finding.

One is HRW’s obvious confusion of the terms ‘indiscriminate attacks’ with ‘civilian casualties.’ Indiscriminate attacks are those that see munitions fired with no care taken as to the target. 

An indiscriminate attack would be, for example, pounding a refugee camp with tank, artillery and even offshore fire, in order to kill 200 terrorists living amidst 30,000 people. 
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This is exactly what Lebanon did since May in Palestinian refugee camp Nahr al-Bared [below]. Aside from a few generic statements calling for each side to avoid harming civilians, HRW said or did nothing about that situation. It’s a stance that reeked of hypocrisy.

Anyone who Googles ‘Hezbollah, civilian and YouTube’ can watch dozens of videos showing Hezbollah operating in civilian areas, and Israel’s response. The average video not only shows rockets being fired from Lebanese towns and villages, but video footage from the smart bombs Israel fired to destroy the rocket launchers. 

Under all the relevant laws of war, such as Articles 19, 28 and others in the Fourth Geneva Convention and Article 2 in the Ninth Hague Convention, once Hezbollah turned these villages into military zones by conducting warfare in them, Israel had all the right in the world to carpet bomb the area. Instead, it chose to target only the immediate threats. But in HRW’s world, that’s indiscriminate.

The opposite of indiscriminate attacks are targeted attacks. Some groups target civilians, a form of warfare known as terrorism. ‘Normal’ warfare is when military units are targeted. Occasionally and regrettably, sometimes civilians die as well. 

Because of this ugly reality, the laws of armed conflict demand that military units act outside civilian areas and distinguish themselves from civilians by wearing identifiable uniforms. Hezbollah did neither. Its report not only admitted Hezbollah operated from civilian areas, but HRW’s Executive Director Kenneth Roth said, “Hezbollah fighters often didn’t carry their weapons in the open or regularly wear military uniforms, which made them a hard target to identify.” 

That’s three war crimes right there, but Roth failed to mention that. Instead, he said, “this doesn’t justify the [Israeli army’s] failure to distinguish between civilians and combatants, and if in doubt to treat a person as a civilian, as the laws of war require.”

If he’s correct, it means Israel should have sat on its hands as Hezbollah, dressed as civilians and acting in civilian areas, poured 4,000 rockets into towns and villages all over northern Israel. Such logic creates the perfect battle plan for all future warfare. Don’t dress in uniform, operate from within your own towns, and target the enemy’s civilians. If your enemy dares try to stop you, Human Rights Watch will slam its actions as war crimes. 

It’s a logic that defies reality. Roth has failed to attempt what might be called a ‘real world’ test; to ask what any government would do if terrorists fired 4,000 rockets into its towns. Would it dither that the terrorist group “violated its legal duty to take all feasible precautions to spare civilians the hazards of armed conflict,” as does Roth, or would it do its best to prevent more attacks?
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HRW’s report is also confused on the idea of human shields. Despite acknowledging that Hezbollah regularly operated from amidst civilians, it refused to call this shielding.  
But HRW said Hezbollah also fired from areas adjacent to UN bases, and in doing so hoped to prevent counterattack. In the words of the report, “that would constitute shielding.” So, according to HRW logic, wearing civilian clothes and firing rockets from civilian areas isn’t using human shields, but firing from just outside UN bases is! 

It’s worthwhile remembering why UN troops are in Lebanon – to disarm, by force if necessary, any non-government militia. That the UN has refused to lift a finger in the almost 30 years it has been in Lebanon is the reason Hezbollah was able to initiate last year’s war. 
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It’s telling that in August HRW published a report condemning Hezbollah’s actions. But when faced with Hezbollah threats, HRW decided not to release it in Beirut. That HRW then felt free to issue a report critical of Israel in open, free, democratic, pluralistic Jerusalem says a lot about the two sides of last year’s war. And that HRW doesn’t recognise that irony says a lot about that organisation.


Bren Carlill  -  1 October 2007

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *
For responses to a range of similar accusations made against Israel in the field of human rights, click on http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/myths/mf18.html (from “Myths and Facts Online” by Mitchell G Bard)
�





�





�





�








