
 
 
20 January, 2014 
 
The Hon Julie Bishop MP 
Minister for Foreign Affairs 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600 
  
Dear Minister, 
 

We write to you to express concerns regarding your recent trip to Israel, including the 
comments attributed to you by the online publication, the Times of Israel. 

We firstly wish to express regret at your attendance at the funeral of Ariel Sharon.  While we are 
aware that Ministers often attend the funerals of significant world leaders, Government have 
exercised discretion.  For example, Australia did not send a representative to the funeral of King 
Hussein of Jordan in 1999, a man who had ruled his country for almost 50 years and enjoyed 
warm relations with many generations of Australian political leaders.   

APAN is conscious that Sharon was a prominent figure in Israel society but it notes that his 
stature is considerably more controversial at the international level.  Israel’s own legal processes 
have noted his role in the slaughter of hundreds of Palestinians in Beirut in 1982. His stage-
managed visit to the Haram al-Sharif and Dome of the Rock sanctuary area in 2000 is widely 
interpreted as the provocation that sparked the Second Palestinian Intifada while his role as a 
‘peacemaker’ with the Palestinians was most notable for his consistent encouragement of the 
settlement movement which has constantly sabotaged meaningful negotiation.   By attending 
the funeral of Ariel Sharon as the Australian Foreign Minister, you are in danger of conveying a 
message that Ariel Sharon’s actions have the blessing of the Australian people.   

Of most concern, though, are the comments attributed to you in the Times of Israel which 
would appear to mark a radical re-interpretation of Australian policy as followed by both 
Coalition and Labor Governments. Your comments about settlements not only questioned 
whether they were illegal but did not even recognise their significant and negative effect on the 
peace process. The most serious effect of such comments is that they cut across American 
efforts to promote an environment for resumed negotiations.  

Australia, like Israel, is a party to the Fourth Geneva Convention, which prohibits an occupying 
power from “transfer(ing) parts of its own civilian population into the territory it occupies.”  In 
2004, the International Court of Justice, to which Australia is also a party, ruled that “the Israeli 
settlements in the Occupied Palestinian Territories (including East Jerusalem) have been 
established in breach of international law.”  It is in the context of this ruling that the vast 
majority of countries have opposed the construction of Israeli settlements.   No other 



 

Government would see the settlements as debatable but as something to be condemned as at 
least unhelpful. The Canadian government’s position is:  “Israeli settlements in the occupied 
territories are a violation of the Fourth Geneva Convention.  The settlements also constitute a 
serious obstacle to achieving a comprehensive, just and lasting peace.”  US Secretary of State 
John Kerry has stated that “the position of the United States of America on the settlements is 
that we consider now and have always considered the settlements to be illegitimate.” It would 
be astonishing if Australia were to break away from this international consensus that has long 
governed Australian policy.  

Such universal opposition to Israel’s settlement enterprise is not just a matter of legal 
technicality.  The purpose of the settlements, as Ariel Sharon declared in 1973, is to “make a 
pastrami sandwich” of the Palestinians by building strips of settlements throughout the West 
Bank “so that in 25 years' time, neither the United Nations nor the United States, nobody, will 
be able to tear it apart.” 

You also refer to the BDS movement in your statement.  We are deeply troubled by your 
assertion that the movement is anti-Semitic. The movement in our view is anti-oppression, in 
the same way the boycott of South Africa was anti-apartheid. The Boycott movement has arisen 
from Palestinian civil society that seeks a nonviolent path for Palestinians seeking freedom and 
justice.   If Palestinians are denied this path, then the alternatives are either passive 
acquiescence of injustice, or violent resistance. In our view nonviolent ways for Palestinians to 
challenge the injustices they face should be encouraged by all those who seek peace in the 
Middle East.  We also think it is highly inappropriate for the Government to stipulate an 
ideological frame for organisations that receive government funding.  In our free society, we 
think it is vital, within the bounds of respect and anti-discrimination, that individuals and 
organisations should be free to express their views without their funding agreements being at 
risk. 

Finally we are very disturbed by the portrayal of your perspective on the Israeli misuse of 
Australian passports of living Australians.  The article insinuated that Israel alone choses when 
and how it responds to Australia’s requests for information about how our passports are used, 
and this was not problematic in your view.  We hope this is a misrepresentation, and that you 
give paramount importance to the protection of Australian citizens.  

We understand that you are striving for ‘balance’ in Australia’s approach to the Middle East.  
We are troubled, however, that the results of your trip to Israel and comments arising from it 
reflect a deep imbalance in Australia’s policy — a change of direction which has been kept from 
the Australian public.  Australia should be able to criticise Israel’s actions when required, as we 
would, and do, any other member of the international community. 

Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
 
Bishop George Browning 
APAN President 


