March 17, 2011

Ben Cohen
394 Willow Brook Lane
Williston, VT 05495
Jerry Greenfield
2779 South Road

Williston, Vermont 05495

Dear Ben, Dear Jerry,

You may be aware of our organization, Vermonters for a Just Peace in Palestine/Israel, which has been active since the late ‘90s.  Our 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 member of the U.S. Campaign to End the 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 strongly encourage Israel to change its illegal, inhuman policies toward the Palestinians.  Although you are likely 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.

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, building 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 destroying the economic and agricultural infrastructure of occupied Palestinian 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, a small group of us would like to sit down with you 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? 

6. Are you prepared to tell corporate executives at Unilever that continuing operations in Israel is incompatible with Ben & Jerry’s commitment to ‘seek to eliminate injustices in our . . . international communities’?
We recognize that you do not make strategic investment decisions for B&J.  Just the same, you are in a position to counsel Unilever and influence its investment choices to ensure they are aligned with B&J’s social mission and international law. 
Please contact me at you earliest convenience to arrange a date, place and time to meet.  We presume the meeting will be in Vermont, and will be happy to meet at a location that is most convenient for you. 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.
Sincerely, and on behalf of Vermonters for a Just Peace in Palestine/Israel,
Mark Hage

26 Liberty Street

Montpelier, Vermont 05602

Waging Peace from Afar: Divestment and Israeli Occupation 

A growing grassroots movement is using the techniques of the anti-apartheid movement to challenge U.S. support for Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territories. 

by Phyllis Bennis 

Posted August 20, 2010
When Israeli commandos launched their assault on the unarmed flotilla of ships carrying hundreds of humanitarian aid workers and 10,000 tons of supplies for the besieged Gaza Strip, killing at least nine activists and injuring scores more, part of the operation was “Made in the USA.”

Decades of uncritical U.S. financial, military, and diplomatic support has ensured that Israel’s military power—nuclear and conventional—remains unchallengeable. A U.S. pattern of using UN Security Council vetoes to protect Israel from accountability has ensured that Israel can essentially do whatever it likes with those U.S.-provided weapons, regardless of what U.S. or international laws may be broken.

Israel has long relied on the numerous U.S.-made and U.S.-financed Apache and Blackhawk war helicopters in its arsenal—it’s a good bet those were in use in the May 31st assault in international waters. Use of U.S.-provided weapons is severely limited by our own laws: The Arms Export Control Act (AECA) prohibits any recipient from using U.S. weapons except for security within its own borders, or for direct self-defense. And no amount of Israeli spin can make us believe that an attack by heavily-armed commandos jumping onto the decks of an unarmed civilian ship in international waters has anything to do with self-defense.

So yes—our tax dollars and our politicians’ decisions play a huge part in enabling not only the flotilla attack but Israel’s violations of human rights overall. But increasingly, across the country, people and organizations are standing up to say no to U.S. support for those policies of occupation and apartheid.

BDS is a strategic effort to change U.S. policy to support human rights, equality, and an end to the occupation rather than continued military build-up. 
The main strategy is known as “BDS”—boycott, divestment, and sanctions. Based on the lessons of the South African anti-apartheid movement of the 1980s, BDS brings non-violent economic pressure to bear in order to end Israeli violations of international law. In 2005, a coalition of Palestinian civil society organizations issued a call for a global campaign of BDS. The call was based on the understanding that the Palestinian struggle for human rights, equality, and the enforcement of international law needed international support—and civil society organizations would have to step in, given that the traditional Palestinian leadership hadn’t created a strategy for mobilizing such support.

The strength of the BDS call was its recognition that while a unified global campaign was needed, conditions are different in every country. So in Europe, the focus began on individual boycotts of consumer goods produced in Israeli settlements. In countries like Brazil and India, the emphasis was on military sanctions, pressuring governments to stop buying Israeli armaments. And in the U.S., the initial focus was on divestment.

In fact, the U.S. Campaign to End Israeli Occupation, the largest coalition of organizations working on the issue, had been working on divestment even before the 2005 Palestinian call. The movement began in earnest following the 2003 death of 

    Corrie" 
Rachel Corrie
, a young U.S. peace activist killed as she tried to block the demolition of a Palestinian home in the Gaza Strip by Israeli troops. Corrie was run over by an armored bulldozer manufactured by Caterpillar, which became the first target of the divestment efforts.

Since that time, BDS work in the U.S. has increased dramatically. In addition to Caterpillar, the campaign is now targeting Motorola (the company’s Israeli affiliate provides special communications systems for Israel’s illegal settlements in the West Bank) and Ahava (a cosmetics company that uses mud from the Dead Sea, harming the fragile environment as well as expropriating Palestinian land).

Across the U.S., churches, university campuses, municipal governments, and many more institutions are debating divestment and boycott resolutions. The Presbyterian Church is debating how to include an anti-occupation approach within its socially responsible investment policies. On June 15, the Northern Illinois Conference of the United Methodist Church voted to divest from three corporations that profit from the occupation of Palestine. And in spring 2010, Hampshire College became the first university to divest from companies supporting occupation—a moment of special resonance because Hampshire was also the first U.S. college to divest from South Africa in the 1980s. When the issue was debated in Berkeley’s student senate, more than 4,000 people mobilized to support divestment.

The U.S. Campaign is also working to end U.S. military aid to Israel, calling for the enforcement of U.S. laws already prohibiting Israel’s illegal use of U.S. weapons. Really, it’s a call for sanctions from below. Who really thinks that giving $30 billion of our tax money in military aid to Israel—already militarily powerful and nuclear-armed—as promised by George Bush and now being implemented by President Obama over the next ten years, is a good use of those funds in this time of economic crisis? BDS is a strategic effort to change U.S. policy to support human rights, equality, and an end to the occupation rather than continued military build-up.

In the first 24 hours after the attack on the Gaza aid flotilla, the Obama administration limited itself to expressions of concern and regret for the loss of life, along with a polite request to Israel for “clarifications.” But maybe the international outcry that followed the attack, joined by the rising BDS movement in the U.S., will mark the beginning of a shift in U.S. policy.

In the first days and weeks after the flotilla attack, BDS actions across the United States took on new energy and achieved new results. In California, hundreds of activists formed a picket line at dawn at the Port of Oakland where an Israeli cargo ship waited, urging dock workers not to unload the ship in protest of the flotilla assault. Workers of the International Longshore and Warehouse Union (ILWU) refused to cross the picket line, a labor arbitrator immediately upheld their right to refuse to unload the ship, and the shipping company abandoned the effort. The ILWU workers joined counterparts in a number of other countries, including Sweden, South Africa, Norway, and Malaysia, who have all announced their refusal to unload Israeli ships.

The powerful example of the BDS movement that helped end apartheid in South Africa is a constant source of inspiration. Current BDS campaigns have learned key lessons and grounded much of their work in the accomplishments—and, indeed, the challenges and even failures—of that earlier, seminal version.

A generation ago, South African apartheid appeared to be an equally impossible-to-change political reality. Considering that history, is it so unlikely that Washington could tell Israel that we would rather keep those $30 billion here at home to create 600,000 new green union jobs, rather than support a foreign military force’s ability to kill humanitarian workers trying to break an illegal blockade in order to bring desperately needed supplies to a besieged population? 

Phyllis Bennis wrote this article for YES! Magazine. Phyllis is a Fellow of the Institute for Policy Studies and author of Understanding the Palestinian-Israeli Conflict: A Primer. She serves on the steering committee of the U.S. Campaign to End Israeli Occupation.

