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בצלם - מרכז המידע הישראלי לזכויות האדם בשטחים (ע.ר.)
بتسيلم - مركز المعلومات الإسرائيلي لحقوق الإنسان في الأراضي المحتلة

B’Tselem – The Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories



4 June 2008 

Ref. 12554

Mr. Yuval Diskin

Director, Israel Security Agency

Prime Minister's Office

Via Fax:  03-5166119

Dear Sir:

We are writing to protest the summoning of Mr. Salah Haj Yihya, head of medical clinics of Physicians for Human Rights, for questioning by the ISA. Based on our information, the questioning focused on legal activity of the human rights organization. Mr. Yihya informed us that he was questioned about his work for the organization, statements he made to the media, and his political positions. He also reported that he was threatened. 

The interrogation Mr. Yihya underwent is one of several actions that have been taken against him. Among other things, he has been denied entry to Gaza and told that the prohibition would be removed if he promised, when in Gaza, to deal only with matters that the ISA deems humanitarian, and not with political matters. 

We are well aware of the gravity of the mission given Israel’s security forces: to protect the state’s citizens, within the framework of the law. If a staff member of PHR, or a staff member of any other NGO, including B'Tselem, is suspected of involvement in illegal actions that are liable to endanger Israeli lives, the law-enforcement authorities have numerous means to cope with this threat. However, interrogations must focus on suspicions of illegal activity, not on legal acts, political or otherwise. 

Mr. Yihya’s description of the interrogation raises the suspicion that the ISA seeks to silence positions and views that differ from those held by the government. In such case, the ISA’s actions against PHR comprise forbidden political interference by the ISA in the work of a human rights organization. Interference of this kind is incompatible with a democratic regime.

Israeli human rights organizations endeavor to implement universal principles of human rights that are embodied in international law and conventions to which Israel is party. The struggle for human rights in Israel and in the West Bank and Gaza Strip is taking place in a harsh reality, a major part of which is the armed conflict between Israel and the Palestinians and terrorist attacks against Israeli citizens. In this reality in particular, the activity of human rights organizations and the resultant dialogue are needed and contribute to the strength of Israeli society.

On behalf of B'Tselem, which is committed to the security of Israel’s citizens and to Israeli democracy, we call on you to take measures to ensure that this disturbing pattern of activity against human rights defenders does not recur.

Sincerely,

Jessica Montell                       David Kretzmer       Gila Svirsky

Executive Director                              Co-Chairpersons 

cc: Prime Minister Ehud Olmert

      Attorney General Menachem Mazuz  
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