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Mr. Chairman, Distinguished Members of the Committee,

My name is Roy Schondorf, and I serve as Israel’s Deputy Attorney General of International Law. As part of my portfolio, I chair a joint inter-ministerial team, dedicated exclusively to the review and implementation of the Concluding Observations of Human Rights Committees, including those of the present Committee.

I am honored to appear before this distinguished Committee today in order to present Israel's 5th Periodic Report and the progress we have made since its submission. We look forward to engage in a constructive and meaningful dialogue with you.

As the Ambassador said, Israel is a party to the Convention against Torture since 1991. In spite of the numerous, unique and pressing difficulties facing Israel in its unceasing struggle against terrorism, we remain fully committed to the Convention. 
We take our obligations under the convention very seriously and in this context, I will address some of the reforms we have implemented since the last constructive dialogue we had in 2009.  As will immediately become clear, these reforms touch upon some of the areas of concern raised by the Committee in its previous Concluding Observations.
Mr. Chairman, I would like to briefly address five of these major reforms.
First, In 2010, the government established an independent public commission mandated, amongst other things, to assess whether the existing mechanisms for investigating alleged violations of the laws of armed conflict meet Israel's obligations under international law. The Commission was headed by retired Supreme Court Justice, Jacob Turkel, and included a number of independent Israeli experts and distinguished international observers.

The Turkel Commission concluded that Israel's mechanisms for investigating such allegations generally comply with its obligations under International Law. It nevertheless made several recommendations for strengthening the Israeli system, as a blueprint for optimal improvement.
Subsequent to the recommendations of the Turkel Commission, the Israeli Government established a Review and Implementation Team, headed by Dr. Joseph Ciechanover, of which I was a member. We submitted our report to the Prime Minister in September 2015. Government authorities are now carefully considering the budgetary ramifications of our report and the Cabinet is shortly to vote upon its adoption. 

I am, however, pleased to report that substantial steps have already been taken to implement a number of important recommendations. 
Firstly, the Turkel Commission recommended incorporating a number of serious international crimes into Israeli Penal law. Accordingly, the Attorney General gave instructions to draft a bill anchoring a separate offence of torture in Israeli Law. This bill is in the process of being drafted by the Ministry of Justice.  
Secondly, the position of Inspector for Complaints against Israeli Security Agency (ISA) Interrogators, which had previously been a role within the ISA, became part of the Ministry of Justice subordinate to the Director General of this Ministry. This most significant reform, finalized in 2014, establishes an external and independent inspector to examine complaints concerning ISA interrogations. 

Thirdly, consistent with the recommendations of the Turkel Commission, a new fact-finding assessment mechanism in the Israel Defense Forces was established in July 2014, in the midst of Operation "Protective Edge". The fact-finding assessment mechanism is independent of the chain of command relating to specific incidents under examination. The task of the fact-finding assessment mechanism is to collate information and relevant materials in order to determine the facts with respect to Exceptional Incidents. These efforts are intended to provide the Military Advocate General with as much factual information as possible in order to enable the Military Advocate General to reach decisions regarding whether or not to open a criminal investigation, as well as for the purpose of a "lessons-learned" process and the issuance of operational recommendations that will assist in preventing exceptional incidents in the future.
Numerous other steps have also been taken over the past year and a half, as part of the implementation process. These steps include the publication of two new Attorney General Guidelines which clarify and strengthen civilian oversight of the military justice system. For example, these guidelines establish an appeal to the Attorney General against the Military Advocate General's decision to close an investigation into loss of life, allegedly involving a serious breach of international law.
The second of the five important developments to which I would like to refer, was proposed by an Advisory Committee headed by former Supreme Court Justice Edna Arbel. 
Section 12 of the Israeli Evidence Ordinance invalidates any confession made by an accused person which was not freely and voluntarily provided. Recently, following the recommendations of the Advisory Committee, the Government drafted a bill which amongst other things, will expressly establish the inadmissibility of a confession procured under torture. The bill also proposes to authorize the court to disqualify evidence which was obtained unlawfully and harmed the defendants' right to due process and to anchor a requirement for additional evidence to supplement a confession in criminal proceedings.
The third area in which reforms have been most significant concerns Palestinian Minors in the Military Juvenile Justice System in the West Bank. I am sure you will recall that in the Committee’ previous Concluding Observations, it was recommended that the establishment of a youth court should be completed as a matter of priority, and that the definition of minor should be set on the age of 18. I am pleased to inform you that these recommendations have been fully implemented.
In 2009 a Juvenile Military Court was established. This specialized court presides exclusively over cases involving defendants under the age of 18. Only judges that have received relevant professional training, similar to the training offered to justices of the Youth Courts in Israel, are qualified to serve as single judges or to chair a judicial panel in the Juvenile Court.

In 2011, the Security Provisions Order was amended to the effect that the age of majority was raised from 16 to 18.

However, much more has been done. 
For example, an information sheet, in both Hebrew and Arabic, must now be provided to the parents of an arrested minor at his or her place of residence; the timeframe for bringing a detained minor before a judge has been reduced; limitation periods for criminal and security offences committed by minors have also been reduced; most proceedings involving minors must be held separately from those of adults; the Court may now order that a minor's parents be present at every hearing and parents have the right to act on the minor's behalf during court proceedings. 

I would like to recognize in this respect the work of the interdepartmental team headed by my colleague, the Deputy Attorney General of Criminal Law, who has been pushing forwards for these reforms. 

The Fourth issue I would like to address is the extensive measures that Israel has recently taken to prevent violence in general - and violence against Palestinians in particular. These efforts include an unprecedented allocation of resources, the innovative use of existing legal tools and forthright public statements by politicians and officials condemning all forms of violence.
On July 2014, the Prime Minister issued a statement declaring that the government opposes “price-tag” acts and that, and here I quote “we will use all means at our disposal to combat it. Israel is a law abiding State and therefore, anyone who violates the law will encounter a sharp reaction” (end of quote).
Consistent with this unequivocal policy, in March 2013, the Nationalistic-Motivated Crimes Unit was established. This is a special police unit operating within the West Bank charged with policing ideologically-based offences, such as “price-tag” offences. It currently employs 60 police officers, with an additional support team of approximately 20 auxiliary police officers. The unit works in cooperation with other Police units, the Israel Security Agency, the Israel Defense Forces and the Ministry of Justice. 

In 2012 the State Attorney issued a new guideline encouraging prosecutors to use, in appropriate cases, a provision of the Penal Law which allows for doubling the maximal punishment set for an offence when it is committed with racist intent. In addition, he requested that District State Attorneys personally supervise the handling of each case of ideological or nationalistic offences. 
In August 2013, the Minister of Defense declared that any association of persons that uses the name “price-tag”, or any other derivative with a similar meaning, is an “illegal association” pursuant to the Defense (Emergency) Regulations of 1945. 
These combined efforts have led to a significant increase in the number of investigations and the rate of prosecution. The rate of indictments each year has increased, from 19% of investigations resulting in an indictment in 2013, to 38% in 2015.

Moreover, in the two instances in recent years in which violence against Palestinians resulted in a lamentable loss of life, the State of Israel spared no effort or expense in the investigation of these horrendous crimes. 

One of these instances was the kidnapping and murder of a sixteen-year-old Palestinian, Muhammed Abu Khdeir as a so-called “revenge” for the abduction and murder of three Israeli teenagers by Hamas terrorists in June 2014. Following an intensive investigation of this murder, the State filed an indictment against three Israelis, two of them minors. On November 30, 2015, the Court convicted both minor defendants of murder, and later on, they were sentenced to life imprisonment and 21 years of imprisonment. Just a few weeks ago, on April 19, 2016, the Court determined that the final defendant was the initiator of these acts and convicted him of murder, kidnapping for the purpose of murder, assault causing grave bodily harm and attempted arson. The sentencing is still pending.
The second instance involves the murder of three members of the Dawabshe family in the village of Duma. A thorough interrogation was conducted by the ISA and the Israeli Police and on January 3, 2016, the Central District Attorney's Office filed an indictment for three counts of murder, attempted murder and additional offenses with the Central District's Court against two defendants. The filing of the indictments was approved by the Attorney General and the State Attorney.

The last issue which I would like to discuss today concerns our efforts to strengthen cooperation with civil society. 

One of the first things I did when I took office was to write a letter to leading Israeli non-governmental organizations inviting them to meet personally, in order to present the main issues on their agenda. With some of these organizations, my department and I maintain regular contact until this very day. I believe that this positive and meaningful dialogue contributes to the promotion of human rights. 

We are also making genuine efforts to involve civil society in the process of writing our periodic reports to this as well as other Human Rights Committees. Relevant, leading NGOs are invited to submit comments to the State's draft reports prior and following their compilation, and their contributions are given substantial consideration during the drafting of the report.
Moreover, I am pleased to inform you that since 2012 the Ministries of Justice and Foreign Affairs have been participating in an innovative project initiated by the Minerva Center for Human Rights at the Hebrew University, with the aim of enhancing the cooperation between state authorities, scholars and civil society in the reporting process and in the implementation of human rights conventions in Israel. Israel's 5th Periodic Report to this distinguished committee was chosen for this project.
As such, the efforts that went into the compilation of the report and the preparation for this meeting, provided, in and of themselves, an invaluable opportunity to conduct a meaningful dialogue with civil society and a rigorous internal assessment. 
Just before concluding, I would like to highlight that many of these reforms, including the bill anchoring the offense of torture, the bill concerning inadmissibility of confessions procured under torture, the establishment of the Military Juvenile Justice System in the West Bank, the raise of the majority age and the investigation and prosecution of ideologically-motivated offences against Palestinians in the West Bank, are clear examples of the implementation of this honorable committee’s previous Concluding Observations regarding Israel. I think this is the clearest testimony of the seriousness in which we approach our dialogue with this Committee.
Mr. Chairman,

We are looking forward to a constructive and fruitful dialogue between the Committee and our delegation. We have much to present to you today and tomorrow, far more than I have just briefly described, and we hope that the delegates, who are all high level professionals in their respective fields, will be able to present and to elaborate on the questions raised by the honorable committee members. Israel has spared no efforts to cooperate with the Committee and we hope that this session will provide us with the opportunity to conduct a candid and constructive dialogue with you.
I would like to thank you very much for your attention. 

