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I’lam Media Center

Response to Israel Resource News Agency (IRNA) Report, “Inside I’lam”

July 2009

This is an official response from I’lam Media Center for Arab Palestinians in Israel to the report entitled, “Inside I’lam” written by David Bedein and Samuel Sokol, published in May/June 2009 by the Israel Resource News Agency (IRNA). IRNA is also known as Israel Behind the News / Israel Resource Review / Center for Near East Policy Research / The Philadelphia Bulletin.
At the outset it is important to assert that Bedein and Sokol have a personal and political agenda that is on multiple accounts in opposition to universal principles and values of human rights and to established international law principles and standards as concerns Israel/Palestine, as will be evidenced in this reply. Furthermore, we believe that their attacks on the New Israel Fund (NIF) and I’lam stem from the fact that the NIF believes, and I’lam also agrees, in combating inequality and injustice towards promoting justice as the precondition for a successful democracy and peace in Israel. The personal positions of these authors as well as those views espoused in their report tell why they don’t believe in promoting justice for all, particularly Arab citizens of Israel, and this we believe is the inspiration for their report. It has very little, if anything at all, to do with our work.
Bedein and Sokol’s personal attacks on I’lam’s former Director in misleading interviews conducted with her precede their inquiries into I’lam.
 As nothing of substance about I’lam’s activities and works in promoting democracy and freedom of speech in Israel made it into the report, we can reasonably question the report’s motivations – the report seems a second chapter in the slandering of Haneen Zoabi as former Director of I’lam and now a member of an Arab political party in the Israeli Knesset.
It is ironic that an organisation such as I’lam, one founded on the basis of strengthening the Palestinian community in Israel and of promoting democracy, human rights and freedom of expression for Arab society in Israel, has to respond to accusations from writers who have breached serious journalistic ethics by slander and misrepresentation in the formulation of their report, and have posted various material that highlight racism and promotion of violence against Palestinians while one is an active member of a political party (Sokol is a member of National Union/Ichud Leumi and runs a National Union English blog)
 that is a staunch supporter of the settlement movement and promotes the population transfer of all Arabs outside Greater Israel (including the Occupied Palestinian Territories).

In addition to the National Union blog (http://ichudleumiblog.blogspot.com/), Samuel Sokol administers ‘Torat Yisrael’ (http://torahfromzion.blogspot.com/). A number of posts on ‘Torat Yisrael’ are racist and inflammatory towards Arabs, including racist cartoons. It is also telling that Samuel Sokol has posted the following photos and captions of himself on the internet
:
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1 of 5: Always let your children play with guns (View Entire Gallery)

(Note: Photos blacked out upon request)
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3 of 5: Kahane Tzadak! (View Entire Gallery)

Another photo, accessed in late June 2009, but since removed from the above website (footnote 4), shows Sokol in an Arab neighbourhood, holding an M-16, under the following caption “In Arab neighborhoods, good Jewish boys carry M-16s”. 
In ‘Incitement’, Sokol seems to be doing just that against Arab citizens. He opens the article with “Recently, we have experienced a wave of ‘Israeli Arab’ terror”. He then goes on to write, “Frankly, I support retaliation. I would like to see massive attacks undertaken against the communities whose sons set out to murder Jews… Back when I was doing my compulsory army service, I used to carry my rifle around while on leave. I always felt that it was important to have as many armed Jews as possible in any given location in case of a terror attack… I would like to call on every one my readers who has access to legal firearms to begin carrying their weapon with them”.

Further, David Bedein also reveals his anti-Arab sentiments when he talks about ‘the manipulation of Arab culture’ in a video interview with Israel National TV entitled ‘The Arab Propoganda Machine’.
 In the interview ‘State Dept & UNRWA vs Israel’, after slandering the Palestinian leadership and United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) accusing UNRWA of perpetuating the suffering of Palestinian refugees, he says, “We Jews understand Arabs. Isaac understands Ishmael. Isaac understands the Ishmaelite curse - that this is a wild man – a wild man… but a wild man that knows how to be hospitable”. 

Given the political affiliations and the comments and postings made online by these individuals, the real objectivity of their claims deserves to be seriously scrutinized.
 

Nevertheless, it is important for us to clarify the veracity of the authors’ claims so that similar attempts to slander human rights organisations and those working for social justice in Israel are identified for what they really are, feeble and false attempts to undermine democracy and equal rights for all in Israel.
The Samuel/Shmuel Sokol / Harris Phillipson Interview
Samuel Sokol misrepresented himself as ‘Harris Phillipson’ in dealing with I’lam. More than this, he lied about his personal and professional background, identified himself as a recently-arrived tourist, avoided sending us any published works though specifically requested, and even showed up at our offices after an explicit email mentioning that a staff member would be unable to sit with him that week. Nevertheless, when he did show up at our doorstep, I’lam altered its schedule to sit with him, which we did for about an hour and a half. It was only upon publication of the IRNA report a month and a half after the interview did we learn that Harris Phillipson is Samuel Sokol.
In this interview, I’lam spoke about its work and objectives, how it focuses on equality for Arab citizens by working through the media and how we believe that equality and justice for all in Israel/Palestine is the way to a lasting peace. I’lam spoke in fair detail about its projects, including on the Media Charter - the code of ethics I’lam developed for the Arabic Media; the Forum of Journalists initiative; the ethical journalism initiatives and monitoring of the Arabic media to criticize local Arabic media practice and hold it accountable to professional and ethical media standards; the various trainings and workshops we organise; the work with high schools in media education and critical consumption of media; and our cooperative efforts with Arab and Jewish organisations. Nevertheless, the IRNA report did not include any material from the hour and a half long interview, except to mention the “sending of reports to the Israeli Press Council and the cooperation with the Jewish NGOs Keshev and Agenda” (p. 27). This begs the question if this report really aimed to get ‘inside I’lam’ and genuinely learn about the organisation or to use it as an opportunity to propagandize and deligitimize.
IRNA Claims
The IRNA report makes a number of libelous accusations which completely misrepresent I’lam, its staff, its work and its values. I’lam principally is a human rights organisation, celebrating human dignity, a founding principle of international law, and is also an empowerment organisation for Palestinians in Israel. To label it as an organisation that aims to “defame” Israel not only completely misses what I’lam is about, but is grossly insulting to us, our beneficiaries, stakeholders and to the Arab community as a whole in Israel.
All of the accusations in bullet point directed at I’lam on page 3 of the IRNA report are grossly misleading, inaccurate and therefore libelous. The report on the events in Jenin in 2002 was a link (on our old website) to ‘Further Reading’ – it tells of a Palestinian journalist’s interpretation of the Israeli army incursion into Jenin and the killing of dozens of Palestinians by the Israeli army.
 The IRNA report seems to take issue with the word ‘massacre’. To clarify, the ethical guideline in ‘peace journalism’ reporting is to accurately and justifiably use the term ‘massacre’; that it entail the killing of defenceless people and that the perpetrators know this fact at the time.
 Why this is a source of controversy for the report’s authors is unclear.
I’lam has never called for the “replacement of Israel with a Palestinian state” – this is absolutely untrue as a simple reference check of the report’s cited footnote will illustrate (p.5, footnote 16, IRNA Report). The IRNA report quotes from a participant (unaffiliated with I’lam) in a youth journalist exchange and dialogue programme, organised by a Danish NGO, that brought together youth from Jordan, Denmark, Israel, Yemen and Palestine. I’lam’s Hebrew Media Coordinator participated in the event. The participant who made that comment, a Palestinian who studied in the US, was referring to ‘dreams’, the ‘American dream’, the ‘Obama dream’ and the ‘dream’ to live free from military occupation. To attribute this quote to I’lam or to hint that this indicates I’lam’s support for the replacement of the Israeli state with a Palestinian one is absolutely unsubstantiated and false, grossly misleading and libelous.
Unfortunately, such tenuous claims are the hallmark of this IRNA report. 

Other statements in the IRNA report, such as “I’lam has stated that the Jews discriminate against Muslim media outfits by not advertising with them and then goes on to state that they do not want Jewish funds. Yet I’lam is funded primarily by the NIF, a Jewish organization” are plain absurd. I’lam has never made such a statement. I’lam has, however, lobbied on the issue of improper pressure from the Israeli government advertising disbursements body, Lapam, imposed on Arabic media. Lapam enforces censorship of Arab journalism by threatening not to advertise government announcements in newspapers whose editorial lines they are in disagreement with; such a policy undermines media autonomy, negatively affects freedom of expression, and a genuine representation of the political and social aspirations of Arab society.
 Again, the IRNA report shows evidence of very shoddy research on its part by completely misstating very basic and simply enunciated facts.
Finally, the personal attacks on I’lam’s staff are completely baseless. Sanaa Hammoud worked with the Negotiations Support Unit (NSU) in the framework of the Road Map and final-status negotiations between Israel and the PLO. The NSU was created by the internationally recognised and respected law firm, Adam Smith International
 and advised the PLO on final-status issues. Sanaa Hammoud was Senior Communications Advisor, responsible for Israeli outreach projects, working with Israeli journalists, decision makers, academics and others in order to exchange views and ideas on the peace process. The inferences made of Ms Hammoud in the report do not correspond at all with reality, much less does the completely baseless claim that I’lam serves as a mouthpiece for the PA (p.20)!
As for claims that Arab citizens of Israel feel with and mourn the deaths of Palestinians, and in particular journalists, killed in the most recent war on Gaza, on that issue we do not apologise. But this then raises the more important question – what is the value of ‘human dignity’ and ‘human life’ for those who scrutinize sympathy shown to those Palestinians who died in the war?
All minority groups are guaranteed protections by international law to preserve and more importantly, define their identity, in a majority culture. By using an accusative tone towards Arab citizens of Israel who identify as ‘Palestinian’ rather than ‘Israeli’ flies in the face of the past 20 years of very progressive development of minority rights standards and principles.
 Further, the true test of a democracy is in celebrating pluralism and voices that stray from the consensus; this does not seem the model that the report’s authors have in mind for Israel.

I’lam reiterates its assertion that the media in Israel fails to satisfy the fundamental responsibility of the media to disseminate balanced and accurate information, and to promote democratic values and pluralism; further, we base this conclusion on clear statistical data and scientific researches as can be evidenced, for example, in I’lam’s report on the ‘Israeli Media Coverage During the Lebanon War 2006’. This is the essence of our work, together with empowering Palestinian media practitioners in Israel, and there is a real and urgent need to continue in our efforts. The current right-wing political trend in Israel
 and libelous reports such as that of IRNA hint to real threats to the existence of the Arab community in Israel and their efforts to push for equality alongside Jewish Israeli citizens.
It seems that criticism of Israel as not living up to its democratic ideals is what the IRNA report takes most offence with; it has nothing to do with our work, our engagement in human rights promotion, our initiatives towards social equality and justice in Israel. The approach of IRNA resembles that of NGO-Monitor, which describes itself as “promoting critical debate and accountability of Human Rights NGOs in the Arab-Israeli conflict”.
 However, IRNA’s research seems even more poorly conducted and executed. Just as NGO-Monitor is keen on vilifying all critics of Israel (including Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, Ford Foundation, Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions, Caritas, United Nations Agencies and Israeli organizations, including Betselem, Hamoked, I’lam and Adalah) conveniently ignoring Israel’s human rights violations, IRNA seems to operate on similar principle. 
 
The amateurish, conspiracy-theory, and ideologically far right-wing reporting by Sokol and Bedein should not be taken seriously by anyone committed to peace or to exposing Israel's human rights violations. As Buber maintained, it is in dialogue and in knowing the other that we know ourselves.
 Such is our work at I’lam and that of other human rights NGOs, thus making possible a sustainable and equitable and just future for Jews and Palestinians alike in Israel/Palestine. 
Please do not hesitate to get in touch if you have further queries. You may contact us at ilam@ilamcenter.org or at +972-4-600-1370. 
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