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W
hen word spread that the Ahava cosmetics firm
would move its factory from the occupied West
Bank, it set off alarm bells among Israelis for rea-

sons nothing to do with its products. There were suspicions
that Ahava, which sells Dead Sea minerals and mud around
the world, had made the decision because of mounting
pressure to shift its operations from the Palestinian territory.
The beauty products company said in a statement that it
would “establish an additional plant” inside Israel, but has
yet to explicitly confirm the West Bank factory will close.

Yet activists are seeing it as a victory for their campaign
known by the initials BDS - or Boycott, Divestment and
Sanctions - that calls for a boycott of Israel until it withdraws
from the occupied territories. The campaign is a decade old,
but recent moves like Ahava’s have raised the question of
whether it has now gained steady momentum. It has
become an increasingly global fight, with skirmishes taking
place not only in the West Bank but in courtrooms, parlia-
ments and university campuses in New York, Paris and
London.

Supporters of the campaign point to past moves by
companies like SodaStream, which pulled out of the West
Bank in Sept 2015, and British-Danish security giant G4S,
which will leave Israel altogether. But at the same time,
some companies in the West Bank are proudly expanding,
defying pressure not only from BDS but also the European
Union, which recently began requiring products from
Israeli-occupied territory to be labelled. Israel is not taking
BDS lightly, with officials calling it a “strategic threat” and
budgeting 118 million shekels ($31 million) to fight it this
year. Both sides recently held strategy conferences and, per-
haps unsurprisingly, both claim to be winning. Strategic
Affairs Minister Gilad Erdan told the pro-Israeli conference
his government was seeking to “be able to thwart (criticism)
in real time and even be one step ahead of BDS.”

‘Never Leave This Place’ 
BDS has sought to use the anti-apartheid campaign in

South Africa in the 1980s as an example. Israelis and others
however accuse it of going beyond legitimate criticism into
anti-Semitism, claims campaigners deny. “They can’t
respond in the traditional way... to accuse of being terrorists
or funded by terrorists. It is easy for the world to see this is
not true,” Jamal Juma, a member of the BDS executive com-
mittee in Ramallah, told AFP. “(So) they are trying interna-
tionally to criminalize the movement.”

Even the Palestinian government does not support a
total boycott of Israel, though it does urge bans on prod-
ucts made in settlements on occupied land. Some 2.8 mil-
lion Palestinians live in the West Bank and annexed east
Jerusalem in near constant tension with more than 500,000
Israeli settlers. Israeli settlements and industrial zones in the
Palestinian territory, which receive significant government
subsidies, are considered illegal under international law.

The anti-occupation NGO Gush Shalom estimates a glut
of companies have left the West Bank in recent years, and
even smaller firms face pressure to depart. The Psagot win-
ery now produces 250,000 bottles a year, but founder
Yaakov Berg says he turned down a multi-million-dollar
investment in the firm as the investors wanted him to relo-
cate to inside Israel. “I would never leave this place,” he said.

The wider impact on Israel’s economy so far seems limit-
ed. Settlements represent only two-to-three percent of
Israel’s trade and the Yesha Council, which represents Israeli
settlements, said the number of factories in settlements
grew from 680 in 2011 to 890 in 2015. 

But while smaller, ideologically motivated firms such as
Psagot are unlikely to change course, some analysts say
larger ones are feeling the pressure. Ofer Zalsberg of the
International Crisis Group think-tank said major firms that
would have happily invested in the West Bank five years ago
are now wary of doing so.

Moving the Goalposts? 
Israeli officials fear BDS’s influence is slowly moving the

goalposts. In October, the European Union introduced
labelling on products from the West Bank, while the US
ambassador has been unusually outspoken in his criticism
of Israel’s West Bank policies. Zalsberg said the Israeli gov-
ernment fears becoming delegitimized, as well as further
measures such as excluding West Bank settlers from the
automatic visas to European countries granted to Israelis.

Ben-Dror Yemeni, an Israeli journalist who campaigns
against BDS, admitted they may never win the battle for
public support in some countries. “Right now the battlefield
is public opinion in the West and I think they might prevail -
the BDS supporters,” he said. “It is so easy to sell this anti-
Israel propaganda.” Israel has instead increasingly focused
on measures limiting BDS legally. —AFP
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Battle to boycott 
Israel goes global

By Joe Dyke

Yemen war tests Saudi military ambitions 
By Angus McDowall , Phil Stewart and
David Rohde

S
ix years ago, Saudi and American offi-
cials agreed on a record $60 billion arms
deal. The United States would sell scores

of F-15 fighters, Apache attack helicopters
and other advanced weaponry to the oil-rich
kingdom. The arms, both sides hoped, would
fortify the Saudis against their aggressive
arch-rival in the region, Iran. But as President
Barack Obama makes his final visit to Riyadh
this week, Saudi Arabia’s military capabilities
remain a work in progress - and the gap in
perceptions between Washington and
Riyadh has widened dramatically.

The biggest stumble has come in Yemen.
Frustrated by Obama’s nuclear deal with Iran
and the US pullback from the region, Riyadh
launched an Arab military intervention last
year to confront perceived Iranian expan-
sionism in its southern neighbor. The conflict
pits a coalition of Arab and Muslim nations
led by the Saudis against Houthi rebels allied
to Iran and forces loyal to a former Yemeni
president. A tentative ceasefire is holding as
the United Nations prepares for peace talks
in Kuwait, proof, the Saudis say, of the inter-
vention’s success.

But while Saudi Arabia has the third-
largest defense budget in the world behind
the United States and China, its military per-
formance in Yemen has been mixed, current
and former US officials said. The kingdom’s
armed forces have often appeared unpre-
pared and prone to mistakes. UN investiga-
tors say that air strikes by the Saudi-led coali-
tion are responsible for two thirds of the
3,200 civilians who have died in Yemen, or
approximately 2,000 deaths. They said that
Saudi forces have killed twice as many civil-
ians as other forces in Yemen.

On the ground, Saudi-led forces have
often struggled to achieve their goals, mak-
ing slow headway in areas where support for
Iran-allied Houthi rebels runs strong. And
along the Saudi border, the Houthis and
allied forces loyal to former Yemeni president
Ali Abdullah Saleh have attacked almost daily
since July, killing hundreds of Saudi troops.
Instead of being the centrepiece of a more
assertive Saudi regional strategy, the Yemen
intervention has called into question Riyadh’s
military influence, said one former senior
Obama administration official. “There’s a long
way to go. Efforts to create an effective pan-
Arab military force have been disappointing.”

Behind the scenes, the West has been
enmeshed in the conflict. Between 50 and 60
US military personnel have provided coordi-
nation and support to the Saudi-led coali-
tion, a US official told Reuters. And six to 10
Americans have worked directly inside the
Saudi air operations centre in Riyadh. Britain
and France, Riyadh’s other main defense sup-
pliers, have also provided military assistance.

Last year, the Obama administration had
the US military send precision-guided muni-
tions from its own stocks to replenish dwin-
dling Saudi-led coalition supplies, a source
close to the Saudi government said.
Administration officials argued that even
more Yemeni civilians would die if the Saudis
had to use bombs with less precise guidance
systems.

Saudi officials see the intervention as a
qualified success, halting Iranian expansion-
ism in Yemen and bringing their opponents
to the negotiating table. They compare it to
the 1991 Gulf War when a military threat was
addressed overwhelmingly by military pow-
er. They said Saudi-led forces have stabilized
large parts of the country and allowed its
government under President Abd-Rabbu
Mansour Hadi to remain viable. They also dis-
pute the number of civilian deaths and have
announced investigations into the strikes.

Among many of their fellow Gulf Arabs,
who believe they face a broader struggle
against Iran, the war continues to be popular.
At a forum in Riyadh this week the mostly
young audience started to cheer when

speakers said the campaign had demonstrat-
ed a new self-reliance. Spokesman for the
Saudi-led Arab coalition, Brigadier General
Ahmed Al-Asseri,  said the main goal of
degrading Houthi capabilities had been
achieved. Coalition-backed Yemeni forces
had paused after taking ground north of
Sanaa at the request of the UN and to
encourage talks, he said.

Prince Sultan bin Khaled Al-Faisal, a for-
mer Saudi special forces officer and now a
senior fellow at the King Faisal Center for
Research and Islamic Studies in Riyadh, said
the intervention had succeeded. “You cannot
say there is no progress,” he said. “The enemy
is on the back foot. They are surrounded in
every single city that they are in and they are
blockaded from the sea.”

Selling Stuff
The United States has been helping equip

and train Saudi armed forces since US
President Franklin Roosevelt and Saudi King
Abdulaziz Al Saud struck an oil-for-security
alliance in 1945. “Our tanks are American. Our
infantry vehicles are American. Our jet fight-
ers are American,” said Asseri, the Saudi gen-
eral. “Our command and control system is
American, so having these people working
with us is normal.” Some of the largest bene-

ficiaries of the alliance have been US defense
contractors. Vinnell Arabia, now a Northrop
Grumman subsidiary, has received multimil-
lion-dollar contracts to train Saudi Arabia’s
National Guard since 1975, for instance,
including a five-year contract worth up to
$550 million in 2010. In an effort to counter
Iran, US arms sales grew under President
George W Bush administration and even
more under the Obama White House.

The primary goal of the huge 2010 sale
was to defend against Iran, according to both
American and Saudi officials. The Obama
administration also saw a chance to turn
Saudi Arabia into a regional military power
that could act as a stabilizing influence in the
Middle East. Saudis emphasize their own
interests rather than those of the United
States. “Saudi Arabia chooses and buys its
weapons according to its own strategic plan-
ning, needs and interests, not those of any-
one else,” said Prince Sultan. “The whole
premise that we bought weapons to play a
role for someone else is false.”

Whatever the motivation, between 2009
and 2015, IHS Jane’s estimates that General
Dynamics delivered $5 bill ion worth of
weaponry to Saudi Arabia, Boeing $2.9 bil-
lion and Raytheon $2.5 billion. European
defense contractors profited, as well with
Eurofighter, a European consortium, deliver-
ing $5.6 billion in arms to Saudi Arabia and
UK-based BAE Systems delivering $2.9 billion
during the same period, according to Jane’s
estimates.

Current and former US officials said one of
the reasons arms sales to Saudi Arabia had

faced little opposition in Washington was the
deal’s failure might have resulted in Saudi
Arabia buying arms from Russia or China.
They also said the sales boosted US defense
contractors as the Obama administration cut
military spending in Iraq and Afghanistan.
“We sold them that stuff,” said one US official,
“because that’s what creates jobs in America.”

Advancing Step By Step?
Even with more weaponry, the Saudi-led

coalition has struggled in Yemen. That’s been
apparent in its bombing campaign from the
start.  “Initially there was far too much
reliance on the (Riyadh-backed) Yemeni gov-
ernment for intelligence and far too little
effort to confirm it,” said a Saudi with knowl-
edge of the campaign. He said targeting
rules had improved in the second half of last
year. But Brigadier General Samir Haj, a
Yemeni and the official spokesman for the
government’s military forces, told Reuters
that the coalition has “joint military opera-
tions rooms in Aden and Riyadh which work
together with the coalition countries to coor-
dinate targets for both air strikes and battle
operations on the ground.”

Problems with targeting are particularly
embarrassing because they were also issues
during the border war between Saudi Arabia

and the Houthis in 2009-2010, US embassy
cables released by WikiLeaks show. A cable
dated Feb 7, 2010 noted one instance in
which Saudi jets aborted an air strike on a
target supplied by the Yemeni government
because it turned out to be the headquarters
of a senior general and rival of then presi-
dent Saleh. Six years on, errors are still occur-
ring. Just last month, two American-made
laser-guided bombs struck a market and
killed at least 97 civilians, 25 of them chil-
dren, along with 10 Houthi fighters, accord-
ing to Human Rights Watch investigators
who reached the site of the bombing. UN
investigators who reached the site reported
96 civilian dead, including 24 children.

Asseri said the coordinates had been pro-
vided by coalition-backed Yemeni forces
fighting in that area, and the bombs had
struck a gathering of Houthis, not civilians.
US officials said the United States does not
provide detailed targeting information to the
Saudis in Yemen. “We’re giving them broad
intelligence of the area,” said a third US offi-
cial, who spoke on condition of anonymity.

American officials said they have repeat-
edly tried to find ways to improve Saudi tar-
geting. As well as the extra precision-guided
bombs, the Pentagon sent US military
lawyers to train their Saudi counterparts on
how to ensure the legality of coalition strikes.
They say the Saudis have American software
designed to help them determine whether
certain munitions might cause destruction
beyond the target.

Matthew Spence, who served as the
Obama administration’s Deputy Assistant

Secretary of Defence for the Middle East
from 2012 to 2015, said it takes time for any
countr y to learn how to use advanced
weapons systems.  “ I t ’s  going to be an
imperfect process that advances step by
step,” Spence said.

Michael Knights, an expert on the conflict
in Yemen at the Washington Institute for
Near East Policy, said the fact that the Saudi
military had been able to maintain a year-
long intervention in a country as complex as
Yemen has surprised some observers.
“They’re able to maintain operational tempo
for a year,” Knights said. “These are things
that if you’d asked somebody about this two
years ago, they would say there’s no way
Saudi can do that.”

But investigations by the UN, Human
Rights Watch exposed scores of Saudi mis-
steps. A January report by a UN Security
Council panel of experts found that the
Saudi-led coalition had carried out attacks
that appeared to violate international
humanitarian law 152 times, including 41
strikes on residential neighbourhoods, 22 on
medical facilities and 10 on marketplaces.
UN investigators also found at least 38 viola-
tions by Houthi and Saleh forces.

The Saudis “are dropping bombs with a
large payload on a house in the middle of a
residential neighborhood,” said Belkis Wille,
Human Rights Watch’s Yemen researcher,
who just spent three weeks in the country
investigating civilian deaths. “If you do that,
you are bound to cause collateral damage.
Using these kinds of bombs in this context is
indiscriminate.”

Asseri, the Saudi-led coalition spokesman,
has repeatedly questioned such investiga-
tions, saying they are often carried out
remotely or with guidance from locals
employed by the Houthis, and that they have
made little effort to engage with the coali-
tion or Yemen’s government. UN officials said
they have a team of 19 investigators sta-
tioned inside Yemen who visit the sites of
attacks on their own. They said the team
members,  both foreigners and Yemeni
nationals, follow a thorough methodology
that UN human rights investigators use
worldwide and are not taken to sites by
Houthis. “We collect our information direct
from the scene of incidents and from wit-
nesses and victims,” said Rupert Colville,
spokesman for the Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights. “We are careful to avoid manipulation
by any of the warring parties.” Asseri said the
Saudi air force uses the same procedures as
those of the US air force to assess targets,
and checks information against images from
drones and a no-hit list. He said munitions
were selected to avoid causing harm beyond
the selected target.

US officials said they have urged the
Saudi-led coalition to better distinguish
between military targets and civilians. Asseri
said a Saudi colonel with a doctorate in law
has been appointed to run an investigative
commission into civilian deaths and is now
selecting members.

Border Problems
One of the stated goals of the Saudi-led

campaign was to protect the kingdom’s bor-
ders. In many ways, though, the war has
made them less secure. 

The mountainous western stretch of the
Yemeni border, which runs from the Red Sea
to the Empty Quarter desert, is rife with
smuggling and illicit crossings. The Houthis
had not attacked Saudi Arabia along the fron-
tier since 2010. Beginning in July 2015,
though, when the coalition regained com-
plete control of Aden after three months of
brutal street fighting and airstrikes, the
Houthis and Saleh’s forces began to launch
near daily attacks across the border. The
assaults have killed and injured around 400
civilians inside Saudi Arabia, the coalition
said. Diplomats say around 400 Saudi soldiers
and border guards have died. —Reuters

Houthi supporters rally in solidarity with the group in the Yemeni capital Sanaa on
April 17, 2016. — AFP 


