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Al-Marsad, Arab Human Rights Centre in Golan Heights, is a non-governmental 

organization based in Majdal Shams, in the Syrian Occupied Golan. Al-Marsad was founded in 

2003 to promote compliance with humanitarian and human rights law in the Occupied Golan. 

Al-Marsad works to protect civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights by documenting 

and denouncing violations of international law relating to settlement expansions, land 

annexations, the presence of landmines, and the associated consequences of Israel’s occupation. 

 

 

This report was prepared by the Cornell Law School International Human Rights Clinic. Cornell 

students Kathryn Adamson, Hannah Jung and Siunik Moradian helped to research and prepare 

this report under the supervision of Clinical Professor Sandra L. Babcock and Clinical Teaching 

Fellow Zohra Ahmed. The Clinic would like to acknowledge the support and commitment of all 

the Al-Marsad staff, including Nizar Ayoub, Wael Tarabieh, Karama Abu Saleh and Aaron 

Southlea, to the accurate reporting of the facts contained in this report. 
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A. Introduction  
 

The Syrian Arabs in the Occupied Golan are now facing the greatest threat to their rights under 

the Covenant since Israel illegally annexed the territory in 1981. Recently, amid international 

condemnation, President Trump formally recognized Israel’s claim to sovereignty over the 

Occupied Golan—the first nation to do so—further cementing Israel’s control over the territory.1 

President Biden has not rescinded his predecessor’s recognition, which risks further normalizing 

the illegal occupation. The State of Israel has also approved a massive energy project on Syrian 

Arab farmlands that will permanently alter the landscape and disrupt Syrian Arabs’ way of life. 

Compounding this harm, the private company behind the energy project sued Al-Marsad (the 

only human rights organization in the Occupied Golan) under Israel’s anti-BDS law in an effort 

to silence its human rights reporting. The lawsuit was filed after Al-Marsad investigated the 

company’s proposed windfarm, disseminated information to the community regarding its 

harmful effects, and wrote a report concluding that the project violated international law.  

 

In response to these developments, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

(CESCR) and three UN Special Rapporteurs have called upon Israel to protect the rights of 

Syrian Arabs in the Occupied Golan. They have each demanded that Israel not exploit the 

region’s natural resources in violation of international law. In November 2019, the CESCR 

called upon Israel to “immediately cease to issue licences for the exploitation of natural 

resources in the occupied territories” and to “regulate the operations and activities of Israeli and 

multinational companies operating in the occupied territories in order to ensure their compliance 

with human rights standards.”2 And in January 2020, the Special Rapporteurs on freedom of 

expression, human rights defenders, and the right to environment sent a joint letter to the 

Government of Israel noting that the “judicial harassment” of Al-Marsad “may be aimed at 

curtailing [Al-Marsad’s] ability to carry out its legitimate human rights activities, damaging its 

reputation and forcing it to cease its human rights activities.”3 The Rapporteurs likewise 

expressed concern over the potential negative impact of the windfarm on the Syrian Arab 

community, and called upon Israel to respond to its concerns. These developments are discussed 

in greater detail below. 

 

These recent incidents follow other longstanding violations of the rights of Syrian Arabs, 

including violations of their right to move and travel, discrimination against them in the housing 

sector, and suppression of their identity. This report provides updated information and analysis 

of Israel’s violations of its human rights obligations under the ICCPR in the Occupied Golan, 

including: the right to self-determination (Article 1); the right against discriminatory treatment 

(Articles 2 and 26); the right to an effective remedy (Article 2); the right to life (Article 6); the 

right to freedom of movement (Article 12); the right to family (Articles 17 and 23); the right to 

opinions and effective remedies (Article 2 and 19); and the cultural, religious, and language 

rights of minorities (Article 27). We also touch upon various obstacles to the realization of the 

rights enshrined in the ICCPR in this territory, particularly the repression of human rights 

defenders.  
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As the Occupying Power in the Syrian Golan, the State of Israel must respect and preserve the 

rights protected by the ICCPR. This Committee and the International Court of Justice have found 

that States Parties’ obligations under the ICCPR extend to all territories and populations under 

their effective control.4  Nevertheless, the authors submitting this report wish to emphasize that, 

under international law, the State of Israel has no legitimate sovereignty over the Syrian Golan.5 

 

B. Historical and Political Context for Violations in the Syrian Golan 
 

The Occupied Golan6 is a mountainous area in Southwest Syria, known for its rich water 

resources. The territory is located at the intersection of four national borders—Syrian, Lebanese, 

Jordanian, and Israeli. Israel has coveted this Golan for its strategic importance in the midst of 

the protracted regional conflict with its neighbors.7  

The 1967 war permanently altered the Syrian Golan’s landscape. During the war, Israel seized 

1,230 km2 of the Syrian Golan. Approximately 130,000 people, or 95% of the original 

population fled or were expelled by the Israeli military following the 1967 war.8 To this today, 

Israeli occupies 1,159 km2 of the Golan’s territory.9 Only 26,600 Syrian Arabs currently remain 

in the region. 10 Israel’s occupation violates international law.11 Although UN Security Council 

Resolution 242 of 1967 requires Israel to withdraw from the territories it has occupied, it has 

never complied.12  

Instead, Israel has escalated its occupation. In December 1981, after 14 years of military rule 

over the occupied territory, Israel announced it was annexing the Syrian Golan and declared it 

part of Israel. The international community denounced the annexation and declared it illegal.13 

Locally, the Syrian Arab population responded with a six-month strike to protest the Israeli 

government’s decision. Syrian Arabs “refused, even under direct and immediate threat of 

personal harm and communal suppression, to accept Israeli identification.”14 When the Israeli 

government tried to compel the Syrian population to accept Israeli identification cards by 

distributing them door-to-door, “the town squares of the various villages were littered with 

Israeli identity cards.”15 Even now, more than 80% of Syrian Arabs only hold Israeli permanent 

resident status. They have refused to accept Israeli citizenship signaling their continuing 

opposition to the occupation.16 In October 2018, when Israel attempted to hold municipal 

elections in the Occupied Golan for the first time since 1967, less than 2% of eligible voters 

across four Syrian villages participated. 17 Syrian Arabs refused to participate Israel’s attempt to 

normalize the occupation. This resistance, however, comes with a heavy cost. As described 

below, their status as residents constrains Syrian Arabs’ full exercise of their civil and political 

rights.  

As it has done in the West Bank, Israel has marked its occupation by transferring its civilian 

population into the Occupied Golan. Currently, as many as 26,261 Jewish Israeli settlers reside 

in the Occupied Golan.18 The population of settlers has steadily increased in recent years, and 

threatens to grow further, with the escalation by Israel and its allies to consolidate control over 

the occupied territories. Settlers are not only granted tracts of land for housing but for 
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commercial agricultural development. In 2015, 90 Israeli families arrived in the region, under the 

new “Farms Projects,” which created 750 new Israeli farms in the region.19 To irrigate those 

farms, Israel “diverted water . . . thereby depleting water resources and depriving Syrians of their 

use,” prompting condemnation from the UN Special Committee to Investigate Israeli Practices 

Affecting the Human Rights of the Palestinian People and Other Arabs of the Occupied 

Territories.20 On September 3, 2017, Transportation and Intelligence Minister Yisrael Katz 

announced Israel’s ambition to send another 100,000 settlers to the area.21 In 2019, Prime 

Minister Benjamin Netanyahu renamed a settlement in the Occupied Golan “Trump Heights” as 

a gesture of gratitude to the U.S. Government, after it became the only country to recognize the 

Golan as part of Israel. Emboldened by the support of its superpower ally, Netanyahu’s 

government has confirmed a plan to send an additional 250,000 settlers to the Golan by 2048.22  

These developments reflect state land policies that aggressively promote Jewish settlement in the 

Golan, and actively restrict Syrian Arab communities from expanding. Over 90% of land in 

Israel is public domain, and it is governed by the Israel Land Authority (ILA).23 The Jewish 

National Fund (JNF)—an agency that is dedicated to promoting Jewish settlement, exclusive of 

other groups, occupies half the seats on the ILA’s governing body. The JNF itself “owns 13% of 

Israel’s land, which the state is mandated to use “for the purpose of settling Jews.”24 Land 

allocation decisions in Israel explicitly promote Jewish access to land.25 The Israeli government 

also encourages Jewish settlement in the Golan by offering financial incentives. For example, 

Jewish Israeli settlers can receive up to US $12,000 to relocate to the Syrian Golan.26  

 

Israel not only encourages Jewish Israeli citizens to settle in the Golan, but permits them, once 

there, to exclude Arab residents from their villages based on religion or ethnicity. Israeli law 

allows settlements comprised of 400 houses or less to discriminate between Jewish Israeli 

citizens and Arabs.27 The 2011 Amendment to the Cooperative Societies Ordinance authorizes 

five-member admissions committees, which include one representative from either the Jewish 

Agency or the World Zionist Organization,28 to decide an applicant’s eligibility to reside in the 

community based on “compatibility with the social-cultural fabric” or the “[u]nique 

characteristics of the community town.”29 Such criteria legitimize the exclusion of entire groups 

of people from the settlements based on discrete characteristics, such as race, religion, national 

origin, or social status. 

 

In contrast, Arab towns face several challenges, both formal and informal, that limit their 

expansion. Scholars at Be`er Sheva University have documented that Arab town requests for 

master plan expansions take up to three times as long as comparable Jewish towns.30 Since 1967, 

land expansion in the Occupied Golan has been strictly limited to Jewish Israeli settlers; while 34 

new Jewish settlements have been erected, official allocations of land to Syrian Arabs have been 

few and far between.31   

Syrian Arabs are deprived of any meaningful control over the land under their own feet. It is 

from this fundamental deprivation that all violations flow.  
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C. ICCPR Violations in the Occupied Syrian Golan 
 

1. The Right to Self-Determination: The Ability of Syrian Arabs to Control their 

Land and Natural Resources  

 

Art. 1, para 1: All peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue of that right they freely 

determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural 

development. 

Art. 1, para 2: All peoples may, for their own ends, freely dispose of their natural wealth and 

resources without prejudice to any obligations arising out of international economic co-

operation, based upon the principle of mutual benefit, and international law. In no case may a 

people be deprived of its own means of subsistence. 

Art. 1, para 3: The States Parties to the present Covenant, including those having responsibility 

for the administration of Non-Self-Governing and Trust Territories, shall promote the realization 

of the right of self-determination, and shall respect that right, in conformity with the provisions 

of the Charter of the United Nations. 

Since Israel’s occupation of the Syrian Golan in 1967, it has exploited and pillaged the natural 

resources belonging to its Syrian Arab inhabitants. Israel has diverted water from Syrian sources 

to benefit Jewish settlers. A proposed wind farm will confiscate Syrian Arabs’ land while the 

energy and profits will almost exclusively benefit Israel. Moreover, Israel has granted licenses to 

a U.S.-based corporation to explore for gas and oil in the Occupied Golan.32 Syrian Arabs are 

excluded from the proceeds of these extractive activities. As a result, they can no longer afford to 

compete in a number of industries, and are forced to rely on Israeli markets. Over time, Israel has 

eroded their self-sufficiency.  

In November 2019, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights issued its 

concluding observations in connection with Israel’s fourth periodic report to the Committee. The 

Committee expressed particular concern about Israel’s exploitation of natural resources in the 

Golan:  

 

The Committee is concerned about reports that the State party has given licences 

to Israeli and multinational companies for oil and gas extraction and renewable 

energy projects in the occupied Syrian Golan and the Occupied Palestinian 

Territory without consulting the affected communities while prohibiting Syrians 

and Palestinians from accessing, controlling and developing their natural 

resources.33  

 

Accordingly, the Committee called upon Israel to “cease granting licenses for the exploitation of 

natural resources” and to “regulate the operations and activities of Israeli and multinational 

companies operating in the occupied territories in order to ensure their compliance with human 

rights standards.”34 We ask that this Committee do the same. 
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a) The Exploitation of Land and Wind Energy 

i) Syrian Arabs Maintain Deep Connections to Their Remaining Lands 

 

Syrian Arabs maintain a deep connection to their land. They cultivate apple, cherry and almond 

orchards and preserve the natural resources available in the area: ridges, streams, valleys, open 

areas and nature reserves. Outside of their villages, they maintain agricultural lands. These plots 

are usually family owned and inherited from generation to generation. Each family can have 

several variable-size plots (from several square meters to several acres).  

 

Land is not just a source of livelihood, but a fertile, living and communal area where Syrian Arab 

villagers cultivate their land, find refuge from daily life and spend their summers with their 

families. Many sleep in their fields in small agricultural structures. Growing apples and cherries 

requires regular care, and the mobilization of each and every member of the family during the 

harvesting period. In other words, the agricultural areas are not separate from the villages, but an 

integral part of the local way of life.  

 

ii) Israel Approved the Construction of a Massive Wind Farm Without Consulting 

the Community Under Occupation and Without Regard for its Detrimental Impact 

 

Israel violated Syrian Arabs’ right to self-determination when it approved the construction of a 

windfarm that will take over their land, permanently alter their environment, and disrupt their 

way of life. And although the windfarm will be constructed by a private Israeli corporation, 

Israel bears state responsibility for its actions, as the project could not proceed without the Israeli 

government’s approval—a fact the CESCR Committee recognized.35 

 

When Israel acceded to the Paris Climate Agreement, it promised to increase its reliance on 

renewable sources to supply the national electric grid, and agreed to streamline the review 

process for alternative energy proposals. 36 Israel directed the National Infrastructure Committee 

(“VATAL”) to consider proposals by private companies to help meet its national targets for 

reliance on renewable energy sources.  

 

In 2019, the VATAL approved the construction of a massive energy project on the little land 

remaining under Syrian Arab control. The energy project, proposed by Israeli company Energix, 

intends to build 31 wind turbines, each of which can be up to 220 meters tall.37 The structures 

will be built atop Syrian agricultural lands and near Syrian Arab population centers.38 It is 

estimated that the project as a whole will occupy about 4,300 dunums (1,062 acres), almost a 

quarter of the limited agricultural land remaining in Syrian Arabs’ possession. The project is 

planned to generate 130-150 megawatts of energy per year, producing revenues of US$ 38-44 

million each year—almost all of which will used to benefit the State of Israel, Israeli households, 

and an Israeli corporation.39 

 

The 220-meter-tall turbines,40 roughly equivalent to a 64-story building,41 will block the sun, 

destroy the Syrian Arabs’ view, transform the landscape, and emit a potentially disturbing 
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noise.42 To transport the construction materials needed to erect these massive structures, Energix 

will have to widen the small alleys between individual plots. Private lands will need to be 

expropriated for public road access.43 Furthermore, the project will require roughly 30km of an 

ultra-high voltage cable to be built underground, permanently scarring the Syrian Arabs’ land.44 

 

Israel, as the Occupying Power of the Golan, must preserve the land and its resources for the 

benefit of the native population.45 The General Assembly has emphasized that the exploitation 

and pillaging of natural resources in occupied territories by foreign economic interests 

compromise those territories’ right to self-determination.46 When the administering Power 

restricts its inhabitants’ ability to exercise their legitimate rights, or subordinates the rights and 

interests of those peoples to foreign economic and financial interests, it violates that State’s 

solemn obligations under the Charter of the United Nations.47 

 

Under international law, administering powers must respect two conditions before using an 

occupied territory’s natural resources. First, the administering power must obtain the approval of 

the community prior to exploiting their resources. Israel failed to meet this condition here. The 

vast majority of Syrians living in the communities affected by the project oppose the 

construction of the turbines. Yet the National Infrastructure Committee that approved the energy 

project failed to solicit their views. More than 6,000 residents signed a petition rejecting the 

project. A delegation of more than one hundred representatives of famers’ collectives, health 

service providers, families, and human rights organizations in the affected villages presented a 

joint objection against the construction project before the Committee detailing their concerns and 

the impact of the windfarm on their lives.48 But their objections were ignored.49 

 

This is why the CESCR recently condemned Israel’s failure to “consult[]the affected 

communities” before approving renewable energy projects such as the windfarm. The UN 

Special Rapporteurs likewise noted that their concerns were “strengthened by the reported lack 

of an adequate consultation with the affected population, despite the reported strong opposition 

to the project among the local Syrian community.”50  

 

Second, the resources must be exploited for the benefit of the peoples in the occupied territory.51 

But in this case, the windfarm will almost entirely benefit Israel. The windfarm will be directly 

connected to Israel’s main power grid and its only customer will be the state-owned Israel 

Electric Corporation.52 Although some energy will be supplied to the Golan, it is not a project 

designed to benefit the local, native population, as the law of occupation requires. The 

overwhelming amount of energy will benefit Israel and its settlements for the purpose of 

achieving Israel’s new green-energy goals.53 UN Special Rapporteurs took particular note of 

these facts, observing that the project was “primarily intended to benefit the economy and 

population of Israel.”54 Moreover, they noted that the project would have several negative 

impacts on the local Syrian population, “including with regards to the housing crisis in the Syrian 

villages, restricted access of the Syrian population to agricultural land and the negative health 

impacts.”55 
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1. The Windfarm Threatens the Syrian Arabs’ Economic Livelihoods and Cultural 

Connection to Their Land. 

 

Installing the wind turbines on Syrian Arabs’ agricultural land threatens farming, a staple of the 

Syrian economy in the region. Not only does the physical presence of the 220 meter turbines 

reduce the land available for cultivation, but the climate conditions created by the turbines may 

reduce the productivity of remaining lands. These conditions will impede Syrian Arabs’ ability to 

profit and benefit from their own renewable resources. The windfarm will ultimately hinder 

Syrians’ ability to use, cultivate, and exercise control over their fertile agricultural lands, thereby 

violating Article 1 of the Covenant. By approving the construction of the windfarm, Israel is 

depriving Syrian Arabs of their right to “freely dispose of their natural wealth and resources.” 

 

Most concerning is the risk the windfarm poses to Syrians’ cultural life in the Golan. For Syrian 

Arabs, their ancestral lands are precious. The Israeli government denies them the right to live and 

farm on lands outside designated boundaries. For that reason, Syrian families have a powerful 

emotional attachment to the land that they are still permitted to use. Most Syrian Arab families 

have a small plot there where they farm cherries, apples, and pomegranates. Lawyers, doctors, 

and farmers alike spend a good part of the summer living in small cabins among their orchards. 

Although individual farmers (along with their family members) till the land and harvest the 

crops, property lines are so intertwined that farmers make decisions collectively through their 

farmers’ cooperatives. Yet Israel, as the occupying power, has failed to consult with these 

cooperatives, or with the majority of the Syrian residents, regarding their decision to use their 

lands to satisfy the Israeli population’s ever-increasing needs for renewable energy.  

 

The apple orchards, in particular, have become symbols of the community’s steadfastness and 

permanence in face of the occupation.56 During apple-harvest season, the community collectively 

celebrates by retreating to the orchards and declaring “their shared attachment to, and 

identification with, the land.”57 This attachment to the land is strong despite Israel’s repeated 

attempts to dispossess Syrians of their small plots.58 The time Syrian Arabs spend on their lands 

is how they “express their humanity and give meaning to their existence.”59  

 

The turbines will disfigure the Golan’s landscape and reshape the lives of its Arab inhabitants. 

Activities that define their culture and community will become impossible. By approving 

construction, Israel violated Article 1 of the Covenant, which protects Syrian Arabs’ right to 

“freely pursue their… social and cultural development.”  

 

2. Discriminatory Treatment of Syrian Arabs 

 

Israel’s process for approving the windfarm was unfair because it discounted Syrian Arab 

interests. This amounts to a violation Article 1 of the Charter.  
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As an initial matter, the wind turbines will be built near the Syrian Arab villages of Majdal 

Shams, Buqata and Mas’ada, atop their agricultural lands.60 Neither of these locations are near 

Israeli settlements, although the Golan hosts 34 Israeli settlements and only five Syrian Arab 

villages.61 This disparate treatment is the product of two distinct but related facts: first, residents 

of the Occupied Golan are not represented in Israeli government and, second state policies 

systematically privilege Jewish nationals over others. Syrian communities in the Golan enjoy 

virtually no government support or representation.62 As Arabs under occupation who resist their 

occupation by refusing citizenship, their legal status is precarious.63 They cannot elect 

representatives in the Knesset. They also lack the political, cultural and economic capital to 

mobilize resources to make their voices heard in the halls of government or with the public at 

large. Second, Israeli constitutional law requires state policy to promote the interests of its 

Jewish nationals.64 Specifically, the Nation State Law reserves the right to self-determination 

exclusively to Jewish people.65 Expressing concerns about the harms of Jewish settlement fall 

outside of the State’s constitutional framework. Discrimination is thus encoded at every level, 

which in turns leads to disparate outcomes. The concerns of Syrian Arabs under occupation are 

altogether erased.  

 

Building the windfarm in Syrian Arab villages exploits its residents’ economic and legal 

precarity. The discriminatory treatment means that Syrian Arabs are unable to make autonomous, 

democratic decisions about harnessing the wind energy in the area, profiting from its use, and 

farming their agricultural lands. This treatment violates Article 1 of the Covenant as Syrian 

Arabs cannot “freely pursue their economic… development” and are denied the ability to “freely 

dispose of their natural wealth and resources… for their own ends.” 

 

Finally, as noted above (section 1(a)(ii), supra), the energy generated by windfarm will almost 

entirely benefit Israel, to the detriment of Syrian Arabs.  

 

b) The Exploitation of Water 

 

i) The Occupied Golan’s Water Resources  

 

Israel also violates Syrian Arabs’ right to self-determination by exploiting water resources in the 

Occupied Golan. Israel controls the Golan’s water resources through the public utility company, 

Mekorot, which is operated by the Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of Energy and Water.66 

Mekorot’s website promotes Israel’s control over the occupied territories, stating that it has 

“made a profound national contribution to realizing the Zionist vision and transforming it into a 

sustainable reality.”67  

 

Mekorot, through the National Water Carrier of Israel, transfers water from Lake Tiberias (Sea 

of Galilee)—a major fresh water source for Israel—to the rest of the country.68 Water from the 

Golan supplies Lake Tiberias with approximately one-third of its water.69 Although portions of 

the Jordan River and Lake Tiberias are in sovereign Israeli territory, i.e., within its pre-1967 

borders, Israel’s annexation of the Golan allows it complete control over Lake Tiberias and the 
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upper portions of the Jordan River,70 including the Banias Spring,71 which provides 

approximately 20% of the Jordan River’s flow into Lake Tiberias.72.  

 

Finally, Israel diverts water from Lake Mas`adah (Lake Ram)—located in the Golan—and 

funnels it to Israeli settlers and their artificial reservoirs.73 Israel has expanded the lake’s storage 

capacity by altering its shorelines. This has caused environmental damage. Israel has streamlined 

water delivery by installing a pump station and system of underground pipes to funnel water to 

the Israeli settlements, while only reserving a limited amount for the Syrian Arab population.74 

Israel’s extensive use of Lake Mas’adah waters sometimes depletes the water entirely, leaving 

fish to die in massive numbers.75 

 

  ii) The Impact of Israel’s Control over Golan-Sourced Water  

 

Article 1 of the Charter guarantees all peoples the right to self-determination and to “freely 

dispose of their natural wealth and resources… for their own ends.” Israel’s control over Golan-

based water sources denies Syrian Arabs’ the right to self-determination by preventing them 

from freely disposing of this resource.  

  

Israel exploits Syrian Arabs’ water by diverting much of it to Israel and forcing Syrian Arabs to 

pay for water sources that already belong to them. Mekorot dictates the pricing, distribution, and 

extraction of Golan-based water resources. Furthermore, Israel’s exploitation of Syrian Arabs’ 

water sources enables Israeli settlers to capitalize on water siphoned from the Golan. Mekorot, 

through Israel’s National Water Carrier Pipeline, diverts Golan-based water to irrigate illegal 

Israeli commercial settlements.76 These settlers exploit the water to produce top-rated wines77 

and a significant quantity of Israel’s fruits and vegetables.78 Many of Israel’s most prominent 

wine producers are located in the Golan. Other Israeli companies, like Eden Springs, proudly 

advertise their water as flowing from “the beautiful and natural waterfall at the heart of the Golan 

Heights.”79  

 

Under the laws of occupation and the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, Israel 

is bound to address conduct by private commercial actors that infringe upon human rights.80 

Israel must ensure that natural resources are only used for the benefit of the occupied people.81 In 

the case of the Occupied Golan, however, Israel ignores its obligations under international law 

by depriving Syrian Arabs of genuine control over their resources and by diverting the resources 

for Israel’s benefit. Israel profits from Israeli settlers’ agricultural products grown using Golan-

based water. For instance, in 2015, agricultural products grown and cultivated in the Golan 

contributed approximately US $371 million to Israel’s annual GDP.82 

 
Until 2017, Israel pumped water to Israeli settlements, but not to Syrian villages.83 This disparate 

treatment resulted in added costs and burdens for Syrian farmers. Syrian Arabs were compelled 

to install their own structures to pump water, create water transport systems, and pay for the 

costs of running and maintaining this infrastructure.84 Israel recently changed this practice and 

now provides water access, reducing water costs for Syrian farmers. But this recent change 
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cannot offset the competitive advantage Israeli settlers enjoyed for over 25 years. Over the past 

two and half decades, Syrian farmers have increasingly abandoned commercial farming because 

of the difficulties they faced in erecting a stable irrigation system, including its prohibitive cost. 

Agricultural settlements owned by Jewish Israelis have thrived, on the other hand, because the 

state facilitates their access to water and land.  

 

c) Failure to Promote Social and Economic Development 

 

Under Article 1, paragraph 3 of the ICCPR, Israel has an obligation to promote the right of self-

determination of Syrians in the Golan. The right of self-determination includes the right of 

peoples to “freely pursue their economic, social and cultural development.” 

 

Ninety-five percent of the land in the Occupied Golan is controlled by Israeli settlers, the Israeli 

military, and the Israeli authorities. Only 5% is controlled by the Syrian population.85 Today, the 

Occupied Golan is advertised as a “must-see” part of “Northern Israel,” an area historically 

known for its agricultural productivity, abundant water, and natural beauty.86 Israel attracts 

tourism to the Golan by advertising its “tranquil parks, gardens, museums, galleries, [and] 

vineyards.”87 Tourism is big business for Israel: the industry is estimated to generate nearly $6 

million USD in revenue, an amount roughly equal (in 2017) to 2.6% of Israel’s GDP.88 

 

The Israeli government prospers from the Occupied Golan’s natural beauty by offering economic 

incentives to Israeli settlers for the development of tourism facilities. David Barel, an Israeli 

settler in Neve Ativ, stated that the Israeli government offered his settlement a subsidized loan to 

develop a ski resort where “27% [of the loan] was a gift from the Ministry of Tourism.”89 Mr. 

Barel and his fellow settlers used the loan to build the only ski resort in the territory under Israeli 

control.90 Although the settlers did not purchase the land, the Israeli government has allowed 

them to lease the land at no known charge for 49 years, subject to renewal.91 Additionally, the 

eight chairlifts on Mr. Barel’s ski resort generate profits that flow to the settlers that run the 

resort.92 

 

Israel’s tourism program favors Jewish-owned hotels to the detriment of Arab hotel owners. For 

example, the Israeli Ministry of Tourism offers monthly vouchers to military personnel and to 

veterans with disabilities.93 These vouchers may only be used in hotels owned by Jewish Israeli 

settlers.94 As a result of these incentives and others, Syrian Arab hotel owners generate only a 

fraction of the business their Jewish Israeli counterparts do.95 

 

2. The Right to be Free from Discrimination 

 

Art. 2, para. 1: Each State Party to the present Covenant undertakes to respect and to ensure to 

all individuals within its territory and subject to its jurisdiction the rights recognized in the 

present Covenant, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, 

political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth, or other status. 
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Art. 26: All persons are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to the 

equal protection of the law. In this respect, the law shall prohibit any discrimination and 

guarantee to all persons equal and effective protection against discrimination on any ground 

such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, 

property, birth or other status. 

 

Israel’s treatment of the Syrian Arab population contrasts with the favorable treatment it bestows 

upon Israeli settlers. Israeli settlers receive incentives to expand villages, grow crops, and start 

businesses in the Occupied Golan.96 The Israeli government continues to confiscate Syrian 

Arabs’ lands, to allow and encourage Israeli settlers to take over their lands, and to make it 

almost impossible for Syrian Arabs to obtain the necessary permits to build houses in the 

Occupied Golan.97  

 

According to the Committee’s General Comment No. 18, each State Party has the obligation to 

“respect and ensure” the rights recognized by the Covenant to every individual within its 

territory and subject to its jurisdiction without distinction of race, colour, religion, and national 

or social origin.98 Moreover, Article 26 prohibits discrimination in any area regulated and 

governed by law.99 Israel has violated these obligations by undermining Syrian Arabs’ housing 

and land rights. 

 

a) Land Registration and Denial of Building Permits to Syrian Arabs  

 

The Israeli government rarely grants building permits to Syrian Arabs, thereby prohibiting 

expansion of their towns and villages, despite the increasing Arab population.100 Many Syrian 

Arab residents in the Occupied Golan live in fear that Israel will destroy their homes or force 

them to abandon their land because they are sometimes forced to build their houses without the 

necessary permits.101 Israel has issued more than 1,500 demolition orders since 1973, along with 

steep fines—and even prison sentences—for unpermitted construction.102 These practices are 

similar to what Palestinians experience in the Occupied Palestinian Territory and in occupied 

East Jerusalem.103  

 

Recently, Israel has begun to register all Syrian Arab lands.  The new registration plan would 

require Syrian landowners to provide the government with “proof of ownership.” But, unlike the 

Israeli settlers, many Syrian Arabs either inherited their land from ancestors, purchased it 

without any written deed, or own the lands collectively. Under these circumstances, establishing 

“proof of ownership” is a burdensome process that requires evidence of "long term cultivation" 

through witness testimony. If Syrian Arabs cannot produce proof of ownership, they can lose 

their land. A similar process of land expropriation is ongoing the Negev with the Prawer Plan, 

which ostensibly seeks to resolve ownership claims of Bedouin citizens, but will likely result in a 

net loss of land for Bedouin communities.104 The Prawer Plan has attracted international outcry 

for its discriminatory impact, including from the Committee on the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination.105 The tragic irony of the planned registration policy is that it will require Syrian 
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Arabs to register land with an occupying power that has no rights to the land under international 

law. 

 

Israel’s building permits and land registration system violates Article 2 of the Covenant because 

it discriminates between indigenous Syrian Arabs and Israeli settlers, and it denies Syrian Arabs 

the “equal protection of the law.”  

 

b) Confiscating Syrian Arab Land and Expanding Jewish Israeli Settlements 

 

Israel has prevented Syrian Arabs from remaining on their own land by administratively 

confiscating the land for “security purposes” and encouraging Jewish Israeli citizens to settle in 

the Syrian Golan, as described above.106 The Israeli government’s proffered reason—“security 

purposes”—for taking Syrian Arabs’ land is insufficient.107 Israeli laws, like the Land 

Acquisition Law and the 2010 Amendment to the Land Ordinance (hereinafter, “Land 

Acquisition Law”), allow the expropriation of private land for “public purposes,” but the Israeli 

government has not shown that the confiscation of land and restrictions on the right to residence 

are necessary and proportionate to “security purposes.”108 Furthermore, this Committee’s 

General Comment No. 27 explains that the right to reside in a place of one’s choice includes 

protection from all forms of forced internal displacement.109 

 

Mr. Maziad Masoud was one of the many Syrian Arabs whose land was seized for the purpose of 

laying landmines in the 1980s.110 When Mr. Masoud stood on his land in protest, the police 

arrested and detained him for 24 hours. After his release, the Israeli government only returned 15 

of his 40 dunams of land. To this day, the Israeli government has not returned Mr. Masoud’s land 

or cleared the landmines surrounding his orchard, which constitutes an ongoing violation of his 

right to freedom of movement and to the use of his land.111 

 

Unlike Syrian Arabs who are deprived of their land and prevented from expanding their villages, 

the Israeli government encourages Jewish Israeli settlers to move to the Syrian Golan.112 Mr. and 

Mrs. Barel, settlers living in Neve Ativ, told interviewers that they received “60 dunams of land” 

in the Syrian Golan from the Jewish Agency.113 According to Mr. Barel, there is still more land 

available for new residents in the settlement.114 The Israeli government entices settlers to the 

Syrian Golan through advertisements and the development of residential and industrial areas.115 

Yet only Jewish Israelis can apply to reside in the settlements because, according to Mr. Barel, 

the settlements “want people with [the] same mindset so there will be no problems.”116 This 

preference is grounded in official land policy, which is explicitly committed to promoting Jewish 

settlement.117 The settlers’ easy access to land stands in stark contrast to the Syrian Arabs’ 

experience.   

 

The practices described above amount to discrimination based on race, colour, religion, and 

national or social origin, violating Articles 2 and 26 of the Covenant. 
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3.  The Right to Life and Freedom of Movement: Landmines in the Occupied Golan.  
 

Art. 6, para. 1: Every human being has the inherent right to life. This right shall be protected by 

law. No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his life. 

 

Art. 12, para. 1: Everyone lawfully within the territory of a State shall, within that territory, have 

the right to liberty of movement and freedom to choose his residence. 

 

Article 6 of the Covenant recognizes and protects the absolute right to life of all individuals. 

Article 6 requires State parties to address threats to life and life-threatening harms and injuries 

that may result in loss of life.118 Additionally, Article 2, para. 1 imposes an obligation on all 

State Parties to take positive measures to protect an individual’s rights under the Covenant, 

including the right to life under Article 6, and the right to freedom of movement under Article 

12. State Parties are required to take measures to respond to foreseeable threats to life. This 

includes clearing areas in which landmines have been laid.119  

 

In the aftermath of the Arab-Israeli conflict and the Israeli occupation of the Syrian Golan in 

1967, there were at least one million landmines in the Syrian Golan.120 More than 36,000 dunams 

(36km2) of land are suspected to be mined in the Golan, distributed over approximately 2,000 

minefields that vary greatly in size.121 During Cornell Law School Clinic’s visit to Majdal 

Shams, the team documented active minefields in and around the village that pose a continuing 

threat to the lives of Syrian villagers.  

These landmines also significantly impede the freedom of movement of Syrian Arabs in the 

Occupied Golan.122 The fields and valleys in the Syrian Golan are scattered with hundreds of 

bright yellow signs reading “Caution! Mines!” in Hebrew, Arabic, and English, a clear warning 

to anyone who strays too close. Most landmines are located in close proximity to grazing areas, 

agricultural land, schools, homes of village residents, and the ceasefire line fence.123 Villagers 

live in constant fear because some of these landmines are neither signposted nor fenced in. 

Moreover, mines can become dislodged and shift over time.124 
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A broken fence surrounding a minefield 

 

In the wake of Al-Marsad’s 2018 report to this Committee, Israel cleared some of the landmines 

around Majdal Shams. Al-Marsad welcomes this development. At the same time, Israel has 

failed to take steps to clear the remaining landmines that surround Syrian Arab fields and lurk 

under the land, creating a constant danger of death or dismemberment. 

 

4. The Right to Freedom of Movement  

 

Art. 12, para. 2: Everyone shall be free to leave any country, including his own. 

 

Art. 12, para. 3: The above-mentioned rights shall not be subject to any restrictions except those 

which are provided by law, are necessary to protect national security, public order (ordre 

public), public health or morals or the rights and freedoms of others, and are consistent with the 

other rights recognized in the present Covenant. 

 

Art. 12, para. 4: No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of the right to enter his own country. 

 

Art. 17, para 1: No one shall be subjected to arbitrary or unlawful interference with his privacy, 

family, home or correspondence, nor to unlawful attacks on his honour and reputation. 

Art. 23, para 1: The family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to 

protection by society and the State. 
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a) The Right to Travel 

 

As a people under occupation, the majority of Syrian Arabs have resisted Israeli citizenship. Like 

Palestinians living in East Jerusalem, most have permanent residency status.125 This residency, 

however, may be revoked under certain conditions. The State of Israel reserves the right to 

revoke the residency of anyone whose “center of life” changes.126 According to the Israeli 

government, one’s “center of life” changes if an individual resides outside of Israel seven years 

or more, or receives a permanent residency or citizenship from a second country.127 

 

While Jewish people have the inalienable right to immigrate to Israel and acquire citizenship at 

any time, and by extension easily move to the Occupied Golan, Syrian Arabs from there face 

significant hurdles when their residency is revoked, and if it is, to regain their permanent 

residency.128 For non-Jews, like Syrian Arabs living in the Occupied Golan, the procedure to 

regain permanent residency status is onerous. Requests for residency are often denied. To give 

just one example, one man, born and raised in the Occupied Golan, reports that his permanent 

residency was revoked after he obtained citizenship in a second country, even though dual 

citizenship is permitted under Israeli law.129 He applied to regain his permanent residency, but 

his request was denied. More than five years later, he has not regained his residency, leaving him 

uncertain about his fate and his ability to return home.130 Syrian Arabs’ undefined status and the 

significant hurdles they face to hold on to their permanent residency violate Article 12, which 

states that “no one shall be arbitrarily deprived of the right to enter his own country.” 

 

When they wish to travel, Syrian Arabs receive a “laissez-passer” with “undefined” 

nationality.131 Israeli authorities routinely detain, search and question them at international 

borders. Syrian Arabs’ undefined status also makes it difficult for them to obtain travel visas 

from other countries. Whereas Syrians from the Golan need visas to travel to virtually every 

country, Israelis can travel visa-free to 143 countries.132 Syrian Arabs’ requests for visas are 

often denied because their “undefined” status raises questions for immigration officials.133 This 

inability to leave Israel and the Occupied Golan violates Article 12 which states that “everyone 

shall be free to leave any country, including his own.”  

 

b) The Right of Return 

 

Since 1967, Israel has restricted the movement of Syrian Arabs in the Occupied Golan. At the 

end of the 1967 war, over 130,000 people were forcibly transferred or displaced and forbidden 

from returning to the Occupied Golan.134 The 1967 Military Order No. 58 explicitly forbade any 

person from crossing the ceasefire line into the Occupied Golan, making it impossible for Syrian 

Arabs who escaped or were forcibly displaced to the rest of Syria during the war to return to their 

homes in the Golan.135  

 

Movement between Syria and the Occupied Golan has become more difficult since the beginning 

of the current civil conflict in Syria.136 For instance, before the war in Syria, it was common for 

Syrian Arab students from the Occupied Golan to study in Damascus, where the Syrian 
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government provided them with allowances to pursue a free education.137 As a result of the war, 

however, many of these students in Damascus have been prevented from returning to their 

homes in the Occupied Golan, both because of the conflict and Israel’s strict travel policies, 

leaving them trapped in the rest of Syria.138 For those able to return, the Israeli government 

forbids them from bringing their Syrian families back to the Occupied Golan with them, forcing 

them to choose between their home in the Golan and their family in the rest of Syria.139 As 

described below, this practice further violates Syrian Arabs’ right to family and home under 

Articles 17 and 23.  

 

c.) The Right to Family  

 

Article 17 states that “no one shall be subjected to arbitrary or unlawful interference with his 

privacy, family, home or correspondence…” Furthermore, Article 23 protects the right to family, 

stating that “the family is the natural and fundamental group unit of society and is entitled to 

protection by society and the State.” In 2007, the Knesset passed an amendment to the 

Citizenship and Entry into Israel Law, maintaining the ban on family reunification and extending 

its application to families where one spouse is a resident or citizen of Syria, Iran, Lebanon, or 

Iraq.140 As a result of this law, Syrian families are unable to live together in the Occupied Golan 

when one of the spouses is a Syrian national or resident.  

 

For example, one resident of Majdal Shams, a man born and raised in the Golan, left to study in 

Damascus in 2000. In 2005, while in Damascus, he married a Lebanese woman. The next year he 

came back to the Golan to start the process of bringing his wife across the border. After spending 

two years writing letters to the Ministry of Interior and other government agencies, his 

application for reunification was denied. He and his wife eventually divorced because of their 

prolonged separation.141  

 

Another Majdal Shams resident reports that his uncle, who used to live in the Occupied Golan, 

has been unable to return to his home, because his wife and children, who are Syrian nationals, 

have been denied entry into the Occupied Golan.142 In its 2014 concluding observations, the 

Human Rights Committee expressed its concern regarding the “disproportionate and adverse 

restrictions imposed by the Citizenship and Entry into Israel Law (Temporary Provision)” and 

requested that Israel repeal the law and “review its laws, practices and policies with a view to 

bringing them in line with its obligations under article[] 23…of the Covenant.”143 Israel has 

failed to implement the Committee’s recommendations. The Citizenship and Entry into Israel 

Law (Temporary Provision) continues to violate Syrian Arabs’ right to family under Articles 17 

and 23. 

 

5. The Right to Opinions and Effective Remedies  

 

Art.19, para. 1: Everyone shall have the right to hold opinions without interference.  
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Art. 19, para. 2: Everyone shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include 

freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, 

either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of his choice.  

 

Art. 2, para. 3: Each State Party to the present Convention undertakes:  

 

(a) To ensure that any person whose rights or freedoms as herein recognized are violated 

shall have an effective remedy, notwithstanding that the violation has been committed by 

persons acting in an official capacity;  

 

(b) To ensure that any person claiming such a remedy shall have his right thereto 

determined by competent judicial, administrative or legislative authorities, or by any 

other competent authority provided for by the legal system of the State, and to develop 

the possibilities of judicial remedies;  

 

(c) To ensure that the competent authorities shall enforce such remedies when granted.  

 

 

a) Right to Opinions and Expression  

 

In Israel and its occupied territories, human rights defenders face a hostile environment. Even 

efforts to assess Israel’s adherence to its obligations under international law can trigger legal 

sanction. Criticizing Israel’s occupation, in particular, has become more dangerous, expensive 

and stigmatized. In a separate alternative report, entitled Repression of Human Rights Defenders 

in Israel, Palestine and the Golan, a coalition of human rights organizations document the set of 

laws, policies and practices enacted or encouraged by Israel, which have the cumulative effect of 

shrinking the space for civil society engagement. The most salient aspects of this trend in the 

Occupied Golan are outlined below. 

 

Article 19 prohibits States from interfering with the freedom of expression, and grants protection 

to even those ideas which the State may consider offensive.144 Harassing or intimidating 

individuals for holding such opinions violates Article 19(1).145 Israel violated these guarantees 

when it enacted the 2011 Law for Prevention of Damage to the State of Israel through Boycott 

(“Anti-Boycott Law”), which has since been used against Al-Marsad, the author of this 

alternative report and the only human rights organization in the Occupied Golan.  

 

Since 2018, Al-Marsad has led a peaceful campaign to oppose the construction of a wind farm 

on Syrian agricultural lands in the Occupied Golan (see section 1, “Right to Self-Determination,” 

supra). All of its activities are unquestionably protected under Article 19. For example, Al-

Marsad documented Energix’s dealings with the community and published a report.146 It also 

assessed the legality of the proposed project under international law, and concluded that by 

approving such a project, Israel would contravene its obligations to Syrian Arabs under 

international human rights and humanitarian law, as outlined in section 1, supra. Al-Marsad, 
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along with two Israeli organizations, also submitted an objection to the National Infrastructure 

Committee outlining its opposition to this project under domestic planning rules and regulations. 

Al-Marsad has also engaged in peaceful protests and led community education events.  

 

In response, Energix filed a lawsuit against Al-Marsad. Energix relies on the Anti-Boycott Law, 

and asserts that Al-Marsad’s activities are tantamount to a call for boycott. The Anti-Boycott 

Law makes it a civil offence to call for a boycott against Israel, its products and those produced 

in the settlements in the West Bank because of their connection to Israel. Al-Marsad has never 

called for a boycott of Israel, however. Its report on the windfarm and its impact on the Syrian 

Arab community is precisely the sort of report generated by human rights organizations every 

day, around the world. Furthermore, the Anti-Boycott Law itself violates Article 19, as the 

Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and 

expression has recognized.147  The “law violates the right to freedom of opinion and expression, 

as calling for or participating in a peaceful boycott is a legitimate form of expression which is 

internationally recognized.”148 

 

Although Energix is a private actor, Israel bears responsibility for arming companies like 

Energix with the tools to silence human rights advocacy. Energix’s lawsuit endangers Al-

Marsad’s very existence. The lawsuit seeks NIS 900,000 (roughly US$266,000) in damages, just 

over Al-Marsad’s annual budget, as published online.149 The damages, if awarded, will pose 

significant financial burdens on Al-Marsad and prevent the organization from continuing its 

work. On January 20, 2020, the Special Rapporteurs on Freedom of Expression, Human Rights 

Defenders, and the Environment issued a letter expressing their concern over Energix’s lawsuit. 

They stated that the lawsuit “may be aimed at curtailing [Al-Marsad’s] ability to carry out its 

legitimate human rights activities, damaging its reputation and forcing it to cease its human 

rights activities.”150 They also addressed their “fear that this case may set a dangerous precedent 

with chilling effects on the exercise of the right of freedom of expression and on the legitimate 

work of human rights defenders…”151 Finally, the statement reiterated the concerns that legal 

and financial sanctions resulting from the Anti-Boycott Law “could severely curtail the work of 

civil society organizations, in particular those defending human rights in the occupied territories, 

by subjecting them to threats of lawsuits and fines, stripping them of their tax-exempt status and 

forcing them to shut down.”152  

 

Israel has also supported Energix’s exploitation of the Golan’s resources through police 

intimidation and violence. In the early morning of December 7, 2020, Energix representatives 

arrived in Majdal Shams with armed escorts. Hundreds of Israeli police officers and a group of 

Special Force officers encircled the farmlands where Energix plans to build.153 As Energix 

technicians roamed the lands, Israeli troops and officers blocked the roads, preventing Syrian 

farmers from entering their own property. Hundreds of Syrians gathered at the roadblocks to 

protest Energix and the government’s heavy-handed presence.  

 

Two days later, on December 9, 2020, Syrian Arab community members hosted a peaceful 

demonstration to underscore their opposition to Energix’s windfarm.154 In response, Israeli 
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police fired tear gas and rubber bullets on those assembled. Officers shot protesters in their upper 

bodies. Dozens were injured. A local clinic admitted twelve people wounded by rubber bullets. 

Four had received bullets to their upper body and one to their face.155 The Israeli police also 

arrested eight people..  

 

The Israeli government’s response to these demonstrations violates the rights to freedom of 

opinion and expression set forth in Article 19.156 The Or Commission has found that the rubber-

coated metal bullets, like those that Israeli forces use, are not appropriate for use due to their 

risk.157 A large scale study on death, injury and permanent disability caused by impact projectiles 

used in crowd control concluded that rubber-coated metal bullets appear more lethal than purely 

plastic or rubber bullets.158 Israel’s use of these weapons to suppress the ability of civilians to 

peacefully exercise their freedom of opinion and expression runs afoul of its human rights 

obligations. 

 

b) Right to Effective Remedies 

 

Article 2 of the ICCPR requires every State Party “to ensure that any person whose rights or 

freedoms as herein recognized are violated shall have an effective remedy…” Moreover, Article 

2 ensures that any person seeking a remedy “shall have his right thereto determined by 

competent judicial, administrative or legislative authorities…” 

 

Al-Marsad has pursued a range of activities to vindicate the rights of Syrian Arabs who oppose 

Energix’s windfarm. It has published reports; organized meetings; raised awareness about the 

project’s ramifications; and filed administrative objections.  It has mobilized more than 800 

Syrian Arab residents, NGOs and other groups to travel to Jerusalem to register their objections 

against the Energix project with the government agency considering the proposal. Al-Marsad 

also circulated a petition that has garnered more than 5540 signatures against the windfarm, 

which is more than half the population of Majdal Shams. Al-Marsad and its staff have dedicated 

their lives to giving voice to its community’s grievances and to seeking an appropriate remedy 

for the violations detailed. Energix, by contrast, assisted by the Israeli state, has waged a 

campaign to prevent Al-Marsad from its vital work as a human rights defender.  

 

Energix’s lawsuit against Al-Marsad curtails the organization’s ability to seek and obtain an 

effective remedy for violations of the Syrian Arabs’ right to self-determination. In its response to 

the lawsuit, Al-Marsad asked the court to dismiss the Energix complaint as a malicious Strategic 

Lawsuit Against Public Participation.159 Thus far, the court has refused to dismiss the lawsuit, 

allowing Energix to exploit the judiciary to suppress human rights advocacy.160  

 

In addition, the large-scale construction of wind turbines in close proximity to Syrian Arab 

residents creates environmental, economic, and health hazards.161 Neither Energix nor the Israeli 

government has provided or proposed compensation, rehabilitation, or changes in relevant laws 

and practices to address these concerns, thereby one again violating their right to an effective 

remedy.162  
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Protestors at Majdal Shams Main Square on January, 2020 (Credit: Al-Marsad) 

 

6. Cultural, Religious, and Language Rights of Minorities  

 

Art. 1, Para 1: All peoples have the right of self-determination. By virtue of that right, they freely 

determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social, and cultural 

development. 

 

Art. 27: In those States in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities exist, persons belonging 

to such minorities shall not be denied the right, in community with the other members of their 

group, to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practise their own religion, or to use their own 

language. 

 

Under Articles 1 and 27, states—including occupying powers—must protect and promote the 

cultural development of all peoples, including minorities. In 1992, the General Assembly 

adopted resolution 47/135, “the Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or 

Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities,” which explains that states are obligated to “take 

measures in the field of education, in order to encourage knowledge of the history, traditions, 

language and culture of the minorities existing within their territory.”163 By controlling every 

aspect of the educational system in the Syrian-Arab schools in the Golan and omitting relevant 

segments of the history and culture of the Syrian-Arab population, Israel has violated its 

obligations to the Syrian Arab population under Articles 1 and 27 of the ICCPR.164 

In 2016, the United Nations Special Committee to Investigate Israeli Practices Affecting the 

Human Rights of the Palestinian People and Other Arabs of the Occupied Territories observed 

that the school curriculum in the Syrian Golan “sought to ‘diminish’ Syrian identity and culture 

as well as the civilization and history of the local community.”165 This is part of an intentional 
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policy of implementing a “Druze” curriculum that is intended to sever children’s connection with 

the larger Arab community.166 The Parents Committee in Majdal Shams added that “all 

decisionmakers emphasize [to the kids] that they are Druze, not Arabs,” reshaping the children’s 

self-identity.167 The Committee called it a “systematic government approach to promote 

ignorance and misguided education.”168 Even some children themselves recognize this: a Majdal 

Shams student described the educational system as “provid[ing] ideological education and 

distort[ing] the truth. They are a part of the process of Israelization.”169  

This practice continues today. For example, history books used in the 2017 educational 

curriculum of Golan schools failed to mention the 1967 war or the occupation of the Syrian 

Golan; they filter the region’s history by presenting the borders of Israel as encompassing the 

Occupied Golan without mentioning the occupation or its illegal annexation.170 Israel’s systemic 

efforts to alter the ethnic and national identity of the Syrian Arabs in the Golan has the effect of 

isolating them from the larger Syrian Arab community.171  

The following image is taken from the 4th grade geography book, “Isra`il: Al-Insan W-al Mada” 

(Israel: The Human and the Verizon). The caption underneath the picture translates to “Israel and 

its neighbors,” while the image falsely portrays Israel’s borders (in light Yellow) as 

encompassing the Palestinian Occupied Territories, the Gaza Strip, and the Occupied Syrian 

Golan.172 This action violates General Assembly resolutions that require the occupying power to 

ensure that the minority’s history, traditions, language, and culture are being taught.173 Falsifying 

Israel’s borders and ignoring the Golan’s illegal annexation denies Syrian Arabs’ history.  
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Additionally, the Parents Committee in Majdal Shams explained that teachers cannot discuss 

politics, hang Syrian flags, nor teach the history of the Israeli occupation in the Golan.174 

Teachers are only allowed to teach Druze authors and historical figures.175 Moreover, schools 

force Syrian Arab students to take exams separately from other Arabic speakers and attend 

exchange programs only between Druze and Jewish Israeli schools as opposed to Palestinian 

schools.176  

Israel has also implemented extracurricular programs that seek to diminish Syrian Arab identity 

and strengthen the connection to the Druze identity. Organizations such as the Israel Druze Boy 

and Girl Scout Association and the General Federation of Working and Studying Youth (or 

No’al) both have expanded in the Syrian Golan and funnel students to the Israeli military.177  

Although Syrian Arab school committees have blocked these organizations from holding 

programs during school hours, students are still repeatedly exposed to promotional campaigns 
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supporting the Druze identity. For example, such efforts include clips of Druze youth reading 

scripts describing themselves as “living in the north of Israel,” offering trips to the Occupied 

West Bank described as “the desert of Judea and Samaria,” and visiting a Druze holy place in the 

Galilee where they discussed anti-Sunni rhetoric.178  

These actions violate Article 1 of the Covenant because they deny Syrian Arabs’ right to “social 

and cultural development.” The curriculum diminishes Syrian identity and culture by obscuring 

and distorting historical events, such as the 1967 war and the Golan’s illegal annexation, which 

inform Syrian Arabs of their history and identity. Therefore, this system of education violates 

Syrian Arabs’ right to “enjoy their own culture, to profess and practise their own religion, [and] 

to use their own language” under Article 27.  

In light of these facts, we ask the Committee to urge Israel: 

 

- To halt the construction of the Energix windfarm and other efforts to exploit the natural 

resources of the Occupied Golan for the benefit of the Israeli population;  

- To cease the expansion of settlements in the Occupied Golan; 

- To repeal the Anti-BDS law and discontinue the related legal action against Al-Marsad; 

- To cease the issuance of demolition orders for homes built in Syrian Arab villages; 

- To remove the landmines that currently exist in the Occupied Golan in accordance with 

principles of non-discrimination and without favor to Israeli settlements; 

- To allow Syrian Arabs from the Occupied Golan to return to their homes and re-establish 

residency with their families 

 
 

Conclusion 

We urge the Committee to adopt the above-listed recommendations in its Concluding 

Observations subsequent to its review of Israel’s Fifth Periodic Report to this Committee. 
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Annex 

A. Map showing both destroyed and existing Arab villages and Jewish Israeli settlements. 
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Source: http://www.jawlan.org/openions/read_article.asp?catigory=106&source=5&link=2008  
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B. Map Showing Water Sources in the Occupied Golan and Israel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/what-are-the-golan-heights 
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