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Programme Director, Comrades, Ladies and Gentlemen 
 
  
We thank Dr Rima Khalaf, the organisers of this inaugural Conference and the entire 

Palestine solidarity movement for the opportunity to share with you our views and 

experiences on a matter that has captivated, and in many ways, divided the world for more 

than 7 decades.  

Our preeminent salutations go to the Palestinian people, who have and continue to bear the 

brunt of dispossession, occupation, discrimination, disenfranchisement, dislocation and 

dehumanisation.  

We want use this opportunity to reaffirm for all the world to know that our common humanity 

is inseparable and our freedom and dignity indivisible!  

We hold fast to the instruction of our late founding Father, President Mandela, when he said;  

“We know too well, that our freedom is incomplete, without the freedom of the Palestinians.”   

Our own experience and centuries of wars of resistance starting in 1652 and ending with the 

1908 Bambatha Rebellion and the modern day struggle which started with the formation of 

Africa’s oldest Liberation movement- the ANC four years later in 1912, to the democratic 

transition in 1994.  

I stand here today representing BDSSA, an organisation which is itself a product of our lived 

experiences and bitter history of struggle. An organisation whose principled support for the 

inalienable right to self-determination of the Palestinian people and others still groaning under 

the yoke of neo colonialism and oppression in other parts of the world, enjoys widespread 

support amongst the majority of people in our country, notwithstanding Apartheid Israel 

pouring millions of dollars into in my country to divide our people along religious lines.  

Being beneficiaries of international support which became known as the global Anti-Apartheid 

Movement, we are acutely aware of our historical obligation that arises out of the support we 

received from well-known but mostly unknown men and women who selflessly spared no 

blood and treasure in pursuit of our freedom – with no expectation of gain. History and posterity 

has indeed thrust upon us the primary responsibility to be an embodiment of those universal 

and timeless truths so poignantly articulated by Jose Marti when he said; “Every true human 

must feel on their own check every blow dealt against the check of another.” 

We, this august Conference, is the manifestation of the inspirational and aspirational principle 

Che Guevara set out when he said; “Every time that an imperialist power subjugates a territory, 

it is a blow against the freedom, dignity and humanity of every citizen of the world.”  



 
These titans, across the vastness of space and time, were engaging with one of the most 

critical questions ever to face humankind; that is, how to respond to the suffering and 

indignation of fellow human beings. Themselves victims of imperial - then settler colonial 

occupation– in many ways similar to Palestinians centuries later, understood the elementary 

truth of the human experience; that we are inextricably bound by the invisible thread of our 

common humanity!    

 
No doubt, the matter of the liberation of Palestine remains one of the most vexing issues that 

defines the frontier of global politics, the just struggle for human rights and dignity and one 

which still animates the geo-political and strategic montage of our times. 

 
The lessons drawn from the experiences of all former and currently colonised people are 

universal and undeniable; racial and ethnic supremacy, colonialism and its modern day 

offshoot- (neo colonialism), are old mutually re-enforcing evils which coexist in a diabolical 

system of oppression and subjugation of one people by another. Its nefarious aims are 

inherently achieved by “all means necessary,” at great cost to the victim and perpetrator alike 

and have always been and continue to be responsible for untold suffering in some parts of the 

world today. In that context, Palestine is no different today! 

Comrades, South Africa’s 342 years of struggle to end European occupation, Settler 

colonialism, racial domination and Apartheid is highly instructive, in both understanding the 

dimensions and repercussions of Israeli Apartheid, and I hope, will be helpful in the 

discussions about the evolution of strategies and tactics as necessary tools of struggle as the 

only means to combat it. In this context, advocacy is an indispensable tool.   

 

WHERE ARE WE NOW? 

 
Sadly, after more than 70 years of bloodshed, struggle, negotiations, broken promises 

expulsions, mass imprisonment, dispossession, and other forms of discrimination and 

dehumanisation, countless UN Resolutions would be ignored and conditions of Israel’s 

membership of the UN would never be met. And in the meantime, the “Nakba” continues 

unabated, only this time it is characterised by a spaghetti-bowl of military occupation, State 

and Settler colonialism and terror, an extensive web of Apartheid laws and discriminatory 

practices, indiscriminate bombings, targeted assassinations and a litany of other crimes 

committed in the name of the security of Israel. Our analyses is unambiguous, all of these are 

part of a systematic program of ethnic cleansing, a crime so monstrous, (to borrow a phrase), 

“it will embarrass the most ambitious psychopaths.”  

 

 



The UN 

Despite countless UNGA and Security Council Resolutions, the United Nations seems 

paralysed or unwilling to bring this matter to its logical conclusion. This is compounded by the 

ineffectiveness of the UN system, brought about by its financial dependency, archaic rules 

and working methods which were adopted in the aftermath of WW2 and have largely remained 

unchanged since. This leaves the UN system, especially the Security Council vulnerable to 

manipulation by the P5 to serve their geopolitical and strategic interests. And so, despite its 

banditry, Israel enjoys adequate protection, especially from the US, France and the UK to 

operate outside the bounds of international law.   

European Union (EU) 

   
Battling with its own internal issues and beholden to US diktats in its foreign policy, the EU 

and its Member States seems to be in a stasis despite the periodic and carefully worded 

statements of disapproval for Israel’s flagrant and often barbaric acts of impunity.  

The US 

On the other side of the Atlantic, the US has abandoned it most precious commodity, its 

sovereign independence and has ceded it to a powerful pro-Israel lobby and financial interests 

whose sole concern is to ensure continued uncritical US support for Israel and to shield it from 

international criticism and sanction. This is exacerbated by the seemingly blank cheque Trump 

has given to Israel to pursue its expansionist ambitions and to destroy any real possibility for 

the realisation of Palestinian aspirations.  

The Middle East and North Africa 

Arab and Muslim countries are in the grip of internal conflicts, regional instability and proxy 

wars in the pursuit of Western and narrow geo-political and strategic interests. These have 

tragically manifested in the brutal theatres of war, notably in Libya, Syria and Yemen and 

elsewhere. Paradoxically, Israel is the greatest beneficiary of these conflicts, as it is evident 

from the fact that some of its erstwhile enemies and adversaries now collaborate with it on a 

wide range of activities, with the tragic consequence that the Palestinian question has been 

relegated to the back-burner.  

Elsewhere around the world 

Israel is once more entrenching its role as a force for destabilisation by providing military 

equipment, training and expertise in Latin America, It has, as it did with the brutal dictatorships 

of the past, it has aligned itself again with the right wing governments of Brazil, Paraguay, and 

Colombia etc. and is suspected of providing support to anti-democratic forces in Venezuela, 

Bolivia and elsewhere. This is ostensibly to secure these countries’ votes in the United 

Nations.  



In Africa, under the “iron dome” cover and often at the instance of the US, Israel is undertaking 

a diplomatic offensive in Africa where they are courting countries like Kenya, Rwanda, 

Ethiopia, Uganda, Liberia and Chad and attempted to hold an Africa-Israel Conference which 

failed, thanks to the opposition of countries like South Africa and others. This offensive is 

characterised by offers of military, agriculture and technology aid to countries in distress in 

exchange for renewal of diplomatic relations. This is also part of Israel’s renewed attempts at 

gaining Observer Status at the African Union like Palestine and to expand its influence in 

African countries.   

In my country, seeing no prospect of influencing the governing party’s policies, the ANC, Israel 

and the Zionist lobby has resorted to supporting and funding opposition parties and fielding 

Zionist candidates in elections. Their strategy is to re-engineer and weaken the socio-political 

fabric of South Africa, through cultivating a Zionist-Christian/US/John Hagee type conservative 

movement in African townships as an opposition to the ANC. They do this through funding, 

pilgrim tours to Israel and innocuous symbolic social development projects in a few townships. 

Notwithstanding, after arduous hard work of advocacy for more than a year with our partners 

and allies in ANC branches, Regions and Provinces and the National Executive Committee of 

the ANC, COSATU, South Africa’s largest trade union federation with over 1 million members 

and the South African Communist Party; the ANC’s 54th National Conference unanimously 

adopted a Policy Resolution to downgrade South Africa’s Embassy in Israel to a Liaison Office. 

As the 1st step of implementation, the South African Ambassador to Israel was subsequently 

withdrawn and has not returned to Tel Aviv to officially resume his duties since. The Zionist 

lobby has since resorted to threats of US sanctions and the courts to challenge government’s 

implementation of this decision and any government policy or action which purports to hold 

Israel accountable.  

Where to from here? Advocacy as the last line of defence and BDS as a tool of 

resistance! 

Inspired by the success of the South African struggle and the AAM, over 170 Palestinian 

organisations called on the international community and people of conscience all over the 

world to take similar action against Israel. The primary objective of BDS is to get Israel to 

recognise Palestinian rights and bring it in full compliance with international law 

  
Taking a leaf from the South African liberation struggle which rested on 4 pillars but for 

purposes of this talk, I will focus on one, International Solidarity. Since the banning of liberation 

movements starting in the 50s, the ANC undertook an extensive campaign around the world- 

advocating for international support for an end of Apartheid amongst foreign governments. 

This work involved building alliances with Parliamentarians, diverse civil society organisations, 

student and labour movements, across issues and focus areas. South African exiles in the UK 



and elsewhere became part of those organisations and utilised those platforms for advocacy 

work.  

 
International Isolation 

 

Efforts to isolate apartheid South Africa were initiated on three fronts: individuals and groups 

leading anti-apartheid campaigns in their own countries; governments acting individually or in 

concert through organisations such as the Commonwealth; and the UN.  

In 1962 the UN General Assembly passed a resolution that deemed Apartheid to be a 

violation of South Africa's obligations under the UN Charter and a threat to international 

peace and security. The resolution paved the way for voluntary boycotts by requesting 

Member States to break off diplomatic relations, to cease trading with South Africa (arms 

exports in particular), and to deny passage to South African ships and aircraft. It also 

established the UN Special Committee against Apartheid, which was to coordinate many 

of the efforts to impose punitive sanctions in the coming decades. While most Western 

governments rejected the resolution's call for sanctions and ignored the new committee, 

the resolution lent moral and political support to the growing civil society-based 

international solidarity campaign. 

 
Sports and Cultural isolation 

 
Perhaps most innovative were the efforts to isolate South Africa socially and culturally 

that were instigated by civil society activists and then incorporated into the policies of 

sympathetic governments. An 'academic boycott' was instigated in 1965 by a group of 

British university staff. It isolated scholars in South Africa by constraining their access to 

research and their opportunities to publish internationally and engage with counterparts 

abroad. While controversial at first, prominent clerics like Archbishop Desmond Tutu 

effectively advocated for it on the basis that it triggered awareness in white liberal 

institutions that they were not exempt from a role in undermining the apartheid system. 

Once more through advocacy work, Cultural Sanctions during the 1980s were endorsed 

by a UN resolution indicating foreign artists should not work with South Africa and non-

South Africans were ostracised for performing in South Africa. 

Under pressure from advocacy groups and sports bodies, FIFA expelled South Africa from 

international football, then it was excluded from the 1964 Tokyo Olympics before being 

decisively and humiliatingly expelled from the Olympic Games in 1970, after almost 50 

countries threatened to boycott the games if South Africa was included. The high point of 

protest occurred at the 1981 Springbok tour (rugby) of New Zealand in which thousands 

protested, invaded pitches and ended the tour. These efforts by campaigners were 

endorsed by the Commonwealth in 1977 and further codified in the 1985 UN International 



Convention against Apartheid in Sports. The sports boycott was perhaps the most obvious 

sign to the South African public that the world did not approve of their country's policies. 

Economic sanctions 

Campaigners sought to defund Apartheid by imposing an oil embargo to trade sanctions 

and finally a series of disinvestment initiatives. The oil embargo was first proposed by the 

UN in 1963 but made little progress as it was frustrated by North American and European 

governments until Arab governments acted to impose an embargo in 1973 supported by 

OPEC. Spurred on by violent crackdowns, the strategy was renewed in the mid-1980s, 

leading to sufficient pressure on European governments by their citizens and 

Parliamentarians to impose limited trade and financial sanctions. In the US, under the 

leadership of the Congressional Black Caucus, Reagan was forced to act against his will 

when the US Congress passed the 1986 Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act, banning new 

US investment and new bank loans, sales to the police and military and other specific 

measures. An attempt by Reagan to veto the, the legislature overcame it by voting  

Innovative private sector initiatives complemented these governmental actions. 

Especially in the US, campaigners lobbied businesses to end their activities and 

investments with the South African state and businesses. Campaigners bought single 

shares in companies, then attended AGMs as Concerned Shareholders and introduced 

resolutions at aimed at getting them to adopt the 'Sullivan Principles,' which required that 

businesses operating in South Africa ensure that all employees were treated equally in 

an integrated environment, both inside and outside the workplace, as a condition of doing 

business (which essentially made it impossible to operate given apartheid laws).  

Campaigners also lobbied institutional investors, such as pension and endowment funds, 

to withdraw direct investments from South African-based companies and for US 

companies to divest from their South African interests. This 'divestment' strategy became 

a key focus of campaigning at American universities. By 1990 more than 26 US states 

and 90 cities had taken some form of binding economic action against companies doing 

business in South Africa. By the late 1980s, most of the world's largest companies had 

withdrawn from South Africa – motivated by a combination of the reputational risk of 

continued operations  

 

The outcomes of this advocacy work, combined with the other elements of struggle, 

developments in the country and the shifts in the international arena all combined and led 

to a negotiated settlement and the democratic breakthrough of 1994.  

I submit to this conference, while fundamental shifts have occurred in the world since 

then, there are elements of this model which can be effectively replicated and adapted in 

today’s conditions.  

 



CHALLENGES & OPPORTUNITIES 

 
Challenges: 

 

 The attempts to crack down dissenting voices around the world through 

“deplatforming” 

Various US States and EU countries enacting Anti-BDS legislation  

 Criminalisation of Pro-Palestinian activism (BDS)   

Spying on BDS organisations and activists, threats of assasinations 

 Countering Hasbara and anti-Semitism swansong 

 The proliferation of pro-Israel groups 

 
Opportunities: 

 

 Change the narrative:  “Israel the only democracy in the Middle East” 

 Massification of the struggle:  

Building a broad constellation of forces across the spectrum; Social justice groups, 

Trade Unions, political formations on the left, religions etc 

 Emphasising the Apartheid nature of the State of Israel (need for a fact sheet) 

 Deliberate program of lobbying & exerting pressure on policy makers  

 Moving beyond statements 

Setting clear and achievable targets  

 Identify specific multi-nationals for targeted boycotts  

 Lobby UN bodies, especially UNGA and other bodies for expulsion  

 Identify institutions for divestment & exert targeted pressure  

 
All hands on deck! 

 

This is the time to roll up our sleeves and amplify the voices of a people, who, for too long 

have been relegated to the backburner as mere by-products of geo-political interests. A 

people, who, like all of us, yearn for freedom, justice and the chance for a better life. Whose 

children, like ours, deserve to live in a society that is free of occupation and Apartheid and 

whose current and future generations also deserve peace, security, dignity and the opportunity 

to determine their own future.  

Aluta Continua! 


