April 6, 2011

Jostein Solheim

Chief Executive Officer

Ben & Jerry’s

30 Community Drive

South Burlington, Vermont 05402-6828

Dear Mr. Solheim:

The genesis of this letter was information Vermonters for a Just Peace in Palestine/Israel (VTJP) came across in an Israeli media source about Ben & Jerry’s plans to expand its operations in Israel.  Before I address the specifics, let me share some information with you about VTJP.  The group’s work is directed at increasing public understanding of Israel’s military occupation and illegal settlement enterprise, and on advocating for justice and the rule of international law.  We have an extensive mailing list for discussion and outreach, a nationally regarded website (http://www.vtjp.org), which receives 70,000 visits per month, and a weekly TV program, “Saalam/Shalom: Report on Palestine/Israel.” Our television program is broadcast weekly on eight public access stations in Vermont, reaching audiences in many communities, including Burlington, Colchester, Montpelier, Middlebury, Waitsfield and Barre. VTJP is also a member of the U.S. Campaign to End the Israeli Occupation.

Like many peace and justice-oriented organizations worldwide, VTJP has responded to the call by Palestinian Civil Society for an international Boycott Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) movement to induce Israel to change its illegal, inhuman policies toward the Palestinians.  Although you may be familiar with the goals, strategies, demands and tactics of BDS, we have enclosed a particularly good summary by Phyllis Bennis of the Institute for Policy Studies.  Additionally, we have included a copy of an article from the Alternative Information Center in Jerusalem dated October 12, 2010, on Unilever’s decision to relocate a bakery factory from an illegal Jewish settlement in the West Bank to Israel proper.  Clearly, your parent corporation is aware of the political and economic ramifications of being found complicit in Israel’s occupation. Regrettably, this awareness does not extend yet to Unilever’s business dealings inside Israel, where policies governing the occupation, Jewish settlements and denial of Palestinian rights emanate.

VTJP has identified certain products, sold in Vermont and Israel, which are legitimate targets for a public boycott (http://www.vtjp.org/boycott/products/).  They are produced by companies that profit from, legitimize or help to maintain Israel’s increasingly racist apartheid regime. We are launching a statewide consumer boycott of these companies until Israel meets the lawful demands of the Global BDS Call (http://bdsmovement.net/?q=node/52), or the companies end their operations in Israel and the Palestinian territories, whichever comes first. Refusing to buy their goods, along with signs and leaflets outside their stores, will help raise awareness of the issues involved and put economic pressure on Israel to end the occupation. 

We read with dismay the news (in YNet, 03.02.10; http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-3855584,00.html) that Ben & Jerry’s is investing $2 million in a new factory in Kiryat Malachi, and plans to open several new retail operations, “expanding to 16 ice-cream parlors and selling kiosks.” To be investing in Israel at a time when the state is aggressively confiscating Palestinian land, expanding Jewish-only settlements, continuing to build a massive Separation Wall and laying siege to Gaza is deeply disturbing.  It helps to veil Israel’s crimes by sending the message that there is nothing wrong with doing business in a country that is egregiously violating international human rights, which includes systematically confiscating Palestinian land, destroying Palestinian homes and laying waste to the economic and social infrastructure of Arab communities. Respectfully, B&J should not be expanding ice cream sales in Israel when that state’s government is denying Palestinians their daily bread.

B&J was born and nourished here, taking its first toddler steps among us before donning its seven-league boots.  It has been friend and supporter of liberal causes. The peace movement generally considers B&J an ally, approachable, and often forthcoming with support for social causes. For these reasons, we recently sent a letter nearly identical to this one to Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield, requesting a meeting to discuss B&J’s ongoing investments in Israel. Mr. Greenfield responded with a cordial telephone message informing us that he and Mr. Cohen were not involved with or responsible for the company’s investment’s decisions. He further recommended that we contact the company’s leadership directly.  

That said, a small group of us would like to meet with you and your Board of Directors to ascertain if you are aware of the legal, political and ethical implications of B&J’s recent investment decisions in Israel/Palestine. More specifically, we would like to discuss the following issues. 

1. How do you reconcile B&J’s social mission and business ethics with investments in Israel, when the latter is defying international law, UN Security Council Resolutions, and the World Court by occupying and colonizing the West Bank, occupying and blockading Gaza, and denying the Palestinian people their right to liberty, equality and national sovereignty?

2. Are B&J products marketed and sold in illegal, Jewish-only settlements in the West Bank and East Jerusalem? Are they supplied to Israeli border police and/or military forces?

3. When manufacturing your products in Israel, can you verify that during the production process:

a. No water from West Bank lakes, rivers, reservoirs or aquifers is used?

b. No dairy products from Jewish settlement farms or processing plants in the West Bank or East Jerusalem are used?

c. No fruit, flavorings, sweeteners or other ingredients grown, made or marketed by Jewish settlement farms or enterprises in the West Bank or East Jerusalem are used?

4. Does B&J make corporate contributions in Israel to fundraising efforts on behalf of the Israel Defense Forces or to organizations such as the Jewish National Fund, World Zionist Organization, or Jewish Agency, which are complicit in the occupation and in discriminatory policies against Israel’s Palestinian citizens?

5. The YNet article referenced above says, “The company is currently holding negotiations for opening another store in Jerusalem as well.”  What is the status of those negotiations, and is the store in question (as well as the one that preceded it) in East or West Jerusalem? 

Please contact me to arrange a date, place and time to meet.  We look forward to the conversation and hope to count Ben & Jerry’s as an ally in the campaign to end the occupation and bring a just peace to Israel/Palestine. I have enclosed copies of this letter for your Board of Directors, and I trust you will see that it is delivered to them, as their addresses are not listed on your website.  

Sincerely, and on behalf of Vermonters for a Just Peace in Palestine/Israel,

Mark Hage

26 Liberty Street

Montpelier, Vermont 05602 

Cc: Jeff Furman

      Pierre Ferrari

      Jennifer Henderson

      Terry Mollner

      Anuradha Mittal

      Kees Van der Graaf

      Bama Athreya

      Helen Jones


