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Al-Marsad, Arab Human Rights Centre in Golan Heights, is a non-governmental organization 
based in Majdal Shams, in the Occupied Golan Heights. Al-Marsad was founded in 2003 to 
promote humanitarian and human rights law, and document human rights violations against Syrian 
inhabitants in the Occupied Golan. Al-Marsad focuses on protecting civil, political, economic, 
social, and cultural rights, and denouncing settlement expansions, land annexations, the presence 
of landmines, and the associated consequences of Israel’s abuses. 
 
 
 
This report was prepared by the Cornell Law School International Human Rights Clinic.  Cornell 
students Amal Aun, Loana Benjamin, Joon Lee, Didon Misri, and Karen Smeda helped to research 
and prepare this report, under the supervision of Clinical Professor Sandra L. Babcock and Clinical 
Teaching Fellow Madalyn Wasilczuk.  The clinic would like to acknowledge the support and 
commitment of all of the staff of Al-Marsad to the accurate reporting of the facts contained in this 
report. 
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A. Introduction  
 
Al Marsad submits this report to guide the pre-session Working Group in preparing the list of 
issues regarding Israel’s implementation of the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR). We hereby submit a summary of ongoing ICCPR violations that affect the Syrian 
Arab population living in the Occupied Syrian 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); and cultural, religious, and language rights of minorities 
(Article 27). 
 
This Committee and the International Court of Justice have found that States Parties’ obligations 
under the ICCPR extend to all territories and populations effectively under their control.1 As the 
Occupying Power in the Syrian Golan, the State of Israel must respect and preserve the rights 
protected by the ICCPR. Nevertheless, the organizations submitting this report wish to emphasize 
that, under international law, the State of Israel has no legitimate sovereignty over the Syrian 
Golan.2 
 

B. Historical and Political Context for Violations in the Syrian Golan 
 
The Occupied Golan3 is a mountainous area in Southwest Syria known for its strategic location 
(bordering Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Israel) and rich water resources.4 During the 1967 war, 
Israel occupied 1,230 km2 of the Syrian Golan; the current area of Israeli occupation amounts to 
1,159 km2 of the Golan’s original 1,750 km2.5 Approximately 130,000 people, or 95% of the 
original Syrian population in the Occupied Golan, fled or were expelled by the Israeli military 
following the 1967 war, with only 26,6006Syrian Arabs currently remaining in the region.7 

The 1967 war shaped the landscape of the Syrian Golan in enduring ways. In December 1981, 
following 14 years of military rule over the occupied territory, Israel annexed the Syrian Golan 
and declared it was part of Israel. The international community denounced the annexation and 
declared it illegal.8 Locally, the Syrian Arab population responded with a six-month strike 
protesting the Israeli government’s decision. Syrian Arabs “refused, even under direct and 
immediate threat of personal harm and communal suppression, to accept Israeli identification.”9 
When the Israeli government tried to require 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.”10 Even now, most Syrian Arabs retain Israeli permanent resident status 
rather than accept Israeli citizenship. As described below, this status constrains Syrian Arabs’ full 
exercise of their civil and political rights.  

At least 26,261 Jewish-Israeli settlers are currently residing in the Occupied Golan.11 On 
September 3, 2017, Transportation and Intelligence Minister Yisrael Katz announced Israel’s 
ambition to send another 100,000 settlers to the area.12 The Israeli government has enacted land 
laws, like the Land Acquisition Law (1953) and the Absentees’ Property Law (1956), to “ensure 
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the State’s ability to seize land from its Arab residents and redistribute it amongst [Jewish-Israeli] 
citizens and settlers.”13 

Israel not only encourages Jewish-Israeli citizens to settle in the Golan, but permits them, once 
there, to exclude 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.14 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,15to 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.”16 Such criteria legitimizes the exclusion of entire groups of people from the settlements 
based on discrete characteristics, such as race, religion, national origin, or social status.17 

The Israeli government also uses incentives to attract Jewish-Israelis to the Syrian Golan and delay 
or impede the expansion of Syrian Arab communities. For example, Jewish-Israeli settlers receive 
up to USD $12,000 as a financial incentive to relocate to the Syrian Golan.18 According to the UN 
Special Committee to Investigate Israeli Practices Affecting the Human Rights of the Palestinian 
People and Other Arabs of the Occupied Territories, more than 90 Israeli families settled in the 
Syrian Golan in 2015 under the new “Farms Projects.” The project aimed to create 750 new Israeli 
farms in the region.19 To irrigate those farms, the Committee reported, Israel “illegally diverted 
water . . . thereby depleting water resources and depriving Syrians of their use.”20 

In contrast, Arab towns face several legal challenges, both explicit and implicit, that limit their 
expansion. According to research conducted by scholars at Be`erSheva University, Arab town 
requests for master plan expansions take up to three times as long as a comparable Jewish town.21 
The same study concluded that since 1967, land expansion in the Occupied Golan has been strictly 
limited to Jewish-Israeli settlers; while 34 new Jewish settlements have been erected, “not one 
meter has been allocated to the [Syrian Arab] occupied territory, not for public projects or new 
neighborhoods.”22 
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Map showing both destroyed and existing Arab villages and Jewish-Israeli settlements. 
http://www.jawlan.org/openions/read_article.asp?catigory=106&source=5&link=2008 

 

http://www.jawlan.org/openions/read_article.asp?catigory=106&source=5&link=2008
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C. Observations of ICCPR Violations in the Occupied Syrian Golan 
 

1. The Right to Freely Dispose of Natural Resources 
 

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, Israel has exploited and pillaged the natural 
resources belonging to its Syrian Arab inhabitants. Water, vital to the Occupied Golan’s 
agricultural productivity, has been diverted for Israel’s development and profit. The exploitation 
of the Occupied Golan’s natural resources leaves Syrian Arabs unable to compete with Israeli 
settlers in agriculture and tourism. 

a) The Exploitation of Water 
 
The Occupied Golan is a major source of water for the Israeli government.23 The Hasbani River 
feeds into Lake Tiberias,24 which receives approximately one-third of its water from the Golan.25 

i) Economic Impact 
Israel’s exploitation of water inhibits native Syrians’ ability to sustain an agricultural economy. 
Israel capitalizes on the water it siphons from the Golan to produce most of Israel’s top-rated 
wines26 and a significant quantity of Israel’s fruits and vegetables on the land it has confiscated.27 
Israel also uses water acquired from the Golan to irrigate its settlements via Israel’s National Water 
Carrier Pipeline.28 

Israel’s monopoly over the extracted water generates substantial profits.29 Israeli companies, like 
Eden Springs, proudly advertise their water as flowing from “the beautiful and natural waterfall at 
the heart of the Golan Heights.”30 

Israel also profits from Israeli settlers’ agricultural products grown using irrigated water in the 
Golan. In 2015, the Israeli government made USD $371 million in profits from agricultural 
products grown and cultivated in the Golan Heights alone.31 Israel encourages companies to 
establish their businesses in the Golan to maximize their access to resources and potential for 
profit; these companies include Eden Springs,32 Olea Essence,33 and Golan Heights Winery.34 

ii) Prejudicial Restrictions on Water Access and Allocation 
In addition to promoting its own financial interests, the Israeli government has restricted Syrian 
farmers’ use of water, depriving them of their own means of subsistence. Historically, agriculture 
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has been a main source of income for Syrians in the Golan.35 Following the massive land 
confiscations that occurred during and after Israel’s occupation, many native Syrian farmers had 
to shift from growing wheat to cultivating apples, a crop that requires less land.36 Today, 
agriculture is no longer profitable because the cost of water is too high.37 

Until last year, Israel pumped water to Israeli settlements, but not to Syrian villages.38 By changing 
this practice, Israel has reduced water costs for Syrian farmers. But this could not offset the 
competitive advantage enjoyed by Israeli settlers over the previous 25 years, during which Syrian 
farmers had to install their own structures to pump water, fit water transport systems, and pay for 
the costs of running and maintaining these infrastructures.39 

b) 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 five percent is controlled by the Syrian population,40an 
area known for its agricultural productivity, abundant water, and natural beauty.41 Today, the 
Occupied Golan is advertised as a “must-see” part of “Northern Israel.”42 Israel attracts tourism to 
the Golan by advertising its “tranquil parks, gardens, museums, galleries, [and] vineyards.”43 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.”44 Mr. Barel and 
his fellow Israeli settlers used the loan to build the only ski resort in the territory under Israeli 
control.45 Although the settlers did not purchase the land, the Israeli government allows them to 
lease the land at no known charge for 49 years, subject to renewal.46 Additionally, the eight 
chairlifts on Mr. Barel’s ski resort generate profits that flow to the settlers that run the resort.47 
 
Israel’s supported tourism program favors Jewish-owned hotels to the detriment of Arab hotel 
owners. The Israeli Ministry of Tourism’s supported tourism program offers monthly vouchers to 
military personnel and to veterans with disabilities.48These vouchers may only be used in hotels 
owned by Jewish-Israeli settlers.49 Therefore, Syrian Arab hotel owners generate only a fraction 
of the business their Jewish-Israeli counterparts do.50 

Israel’s exploitation of the Occupied Golan’s natural resources has enhanced Israel’s economic 
development at the expense of Syrians in the Golan, violating Syrian Arabs’ right to freely dispose 
of their natural wealth and resources. Additionally, Israel’s failure to promote the economic 
development of the Syrian Arab population violates their right of self-determination under Article 
1.  
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In light of the above facts, we recommend that the Committee ask the State of Israel to: 
 

1. Provide specific information, disaggregated by year from 2014-2018, regarding the amount 
of water that Israel has extracted or diverted from the Golan for agricultural, commercial 
or other purposes in service of Israeli residents outside of the Golan.   

2. Provide specific information, disaggregated by year from 2014-2018, regarding the amount 
of water that Israel has extracted or diverted from the Golan for agricultural, commercial 
or other purposes for the use of Jewish-Israelis who have settled in the Golan since 1967.  

3. Disclose how much the Israeli government profits from agriculture and other industries in 
the Occupied Golan. Provide specific information regarding: 

○ Israel’s annual revenue from the domestic sale of fruits and vegetables grown in the 
Occupied Golan; 

○ Israel’s annual revenue from the export of fruits and vegetables grown in the 
Occupied Golan; 

○ Israel’s annual revenue from the domestic sale of wine produced in the Occupied 
Golan; and  

○ Israel’s annual revenue from the export of wine produced in the Occupied Golan. 
4. Disclose whether oil is being extracted in the Occupied Golan, and whether the Israeli 

government has plans to extract oil from the Occupied Golan within the next five years; 
5. Disclose the percentage of the Israeli government’s profits from the Golan that is re-

invested to promote the economic and social development of the native Syrian inhabitants; 
6. Disclose the measures taken to improve Syrian farmers’ access to water. Provide specific 

information regarding: 
○ Water quotas for Syrian farmers and settler farmers; and 
○ Water prices for Syrian farmers and settler farmers. 

7. Disclose measures taken to promote the economic development of Syrian villages in the 
Golan. Provide specific details about: 

○ Measures taken to promote tourism that benefit Arab businesses and hotels. 
 

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. 
 
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. 
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Israel’s treatment of the Syrian Arab population contrasts with the favorable treatment it bestows 
on Jewish-Israeli settlers. Jewish-Israeli settlers receive incentives to expand villages, grow crops, 
and start businesses in the Occupied Golan.51 The Israeli government continues to confiscate 
Syrian Arabs’ lands, to allow and encourage Jewish-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.52 These measures discriminatorily violate Syrian Arabs’ “right to reside in a 
place of [their] choice” under Article 12.53 
 
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.54 Moreover, Article 26 prohibits discrimination in any area regulated and governed by 
law.55 Israel has violated these obligations by failing to protect and support Syrian Arabs’ housing 
and land rights. 
 

a)  Denial of Building Permits to the Syrian Arabs and Housing Demolition 
 
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.56 The Israeli government rarely grants Syrian Arabs building 
permits, and prohibits them from expanding their land, despite the increasing Arab population;57 
this practice is similar to what Palestinians experience in the Occupied Palestinian Territory and 
in occupied East Jerusalem.58 
 

b) Land Confiscation from Syrian Arabs and the Expansion of 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.59 
 
Mr. MaziadMasoud was one of the Syrian Arabs whose land was seized for the purpose of laying 
landmines in the 1980s.60 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. Until this day, the Israeli government has failed to return Mr. Masoud’s land or 
to clear the landmines surrounding his orchard, which is an ongoing violation of his right to 
freedom of movement and to the use of his land.61 
 
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. 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.62 According to David Barel, there is still more land 
available for new residents in the settlement.63 The Israeli government is enticing settlers to the 
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Syrian Golan through advertisements and the development of residential and industrial areas.64 
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.” 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, in violation of Articles 2 and 26. 
 
In light of the above facts, we recommend that the Committee ask the State of Israel to: 
 

1. Disclose how much land Israel has confiscated from the Arab population for “security 
purposes” in the Syrian Golan since 1967; 

2. Provide information regarding the amount of compensation that the Israeli government has 
provided to Syrian Arabs whose lands have been confiscated since 1967; 

3. Explain the measures that the State Party intends to take to eliminate discrimination based 
on race and religion in housing and land expansion. Specifically, the State Party should:  

o Provide the area (km2) of free lands and tax incentives given to the Jewish-Israeli 
citizens who are moving to the settlements in the Occupied Golan; and 

o Provide information on the plans to allow for expansion of Syrian Arab villages. 
4. Disclose the number of building permits granted and denied each year in the Occupied 

Syrian Golan to: 
o Syrian Arabs; and  
o Jewish-Israeli settlers. 

5. Disclose the number of home demolition orders issued since 1967 to: Syrian Arabs, and 
Jewish-Israeli settlers. 

 
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. In its 
draft General Comment on Article 6, this Committee has affirmed that “the right to life concerns 
an individual’s right to be free from acts and omissions intended or expected to cause their 
unnatural or premature death, as well as their legitimate expectation to enjoy a dignified 
existence.”65 Deprivation of life involves “a deliberate or otherwise foreseeable and preventable 
infliction of life-terminating harm or injury that goes beyond mere damage to health, body 
integrity, or standard of living.”66 Article 6 requires State parties to address threats to life and life-
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threatening harms and injuries that may result in loss of life.67 
 
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.68In the aftermath of the Arab-Israeli conflict and the Israeli occupation of the Syrian Golan 
in 1967, Israeli occupying forces placed at least one million landmines in the Syrian Golan.69More 
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.70During the Cornell Law School Clinic’s 
visit to Majdal Shams, we 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.71 Most landmines are located in close proximity to grazing areas, agricultural 
land, schools, homes of village residents, and the ceasefire line fence.72Villagers live in constant 
fear because some of these landmines are neither signposted nor fenced in.73 

a) Prevalence of Landmines and Casualties 
 
Israel established minefields in the Occupied Golan after both the 1967 and 1973 Arab-Israeli 
Wars. These landmines are mostly concentrated around the 1974 ceasefire line. The Golan also 
contains remnants of minefields laid by Syrian and French forces during France’s colonial 
occupation of the territory, as well as mines from the period of the British Mandate, laid by Jordan 
and Egypt.74 

Many civilians have been maimed or killed by landmines in the Golan.  Israel does not maintain 
public official records of landmine casualties; as a result, it is difficult to determine the exact 
number of landmine accidents. Instead, landmine casualties are listed under the larger category of 
“Victims of Hostile Activities.”75 A report by Al-Haq, a Palestinian human rights organization, 
estimates that mines killed 16 and injured 50 Syrian Arab residents between 1967 and 2000.76 No 
statistics are available for the period of 2000–2017.  Israeli settlements have not been affected by 
the minefields to the same degree. Minefields surrounding Israeli settlements have mostly been 
cleared to make room for the settlements. 

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. In 2006, Israel reported that mined areas in the Golan were properly fenced off and that 
these warning signs were clearly positioned around the perimeter of every minefield.77 Yet, the 
fences installed by the Israeli government have failed to contain the movement of mines from 
natural causes. The Golan is a mountainous area and mines placed on hills can slide downhill, out 
of fenced areas.78 Additionally, a farmer and resident of Majdal Shams, Mr. Salman Alwli, 
informed interviewers that fences are often broken by the start of winter, allowing for mines to 
move during landslides and earth movementsand slide out of the fenced areas.79 
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A broken fence surrounding a minefield 

 
Even though many minefields in the Golan are marked, they continue to pose a grave danger to 
the villagers who live and work near them. On February 11, 2008, the Peace Court of the city of 
Haifa ordered the Israeli government to award NIS62,240 (USD $14,939) to compensate two 
brothers in Majdal Shams for the injuries they sustained in 2000, when landmines swept down a 
hill from a minefield into their courtyard. The court concluded that the Israeli Army was aware of 
the dangerous positioning of the mines but took no preventive measures.80 

Even those who were maimed by landmines decades ago remain terrified that they or others will 
be injured again.  On April 27, 1973, thirteen-year-old MufidAlweli lost his right arm while he 
was walking a goat a kilometer away from his home.81Mufid is afraid of taking his children 
anywhere because of the presence of landmines, confiding that he feels“scared all the time.”82 
Similarly, for Salman Alwli, landmines make it extremely difficult to access and walk around his 
own land.83 He must accompany visitors everywhere they go because his entire property is 
surrounded by landmines.84 
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A landmine field behind Mr. Alwli’s orchards. 

 
The minefields around the Israeli Army post in Majdal Shams continue to threaten the lives of 
villagers, including small children who play next to the mines. A resident of Majdal Shams 
reported that in 2005, when he was still a young child, a mine exploded outside his house in Majdal 
Shams as a result of bulldozing activity. The explosion blew a hole into the side of his house and 
injured his seven-year-old sister, who was in the bathroom at the time. While his sister sustained 
only minor bruises and injuries, the area that he lives in continues to be surrounded by barbed wire 
and fences, landmines, and anti-tank trenches.85The residents of the Occupied Golan live in a 
constant state of danger, not knowing when or where the next mine will go off. 
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A landmine field adjacent to a home in Majdal Shams 

 

At a small house on the outskirts of Majdal Shams, the walking wounded on crutches, in 
wheelchairs, and with prosthetic limbs bring home the extent of the calamity. They huddle together 
in a small room, playing cards and enjoying each other’s company. One of these landmine victims, 
Saleh Baa’rar, discussed the lasting traumatic effect of his injuries in a recent interview. In March 
1982, when he was 12 years old,Saleh lost his right arm, leg, and eye when a mine exploded while 
he was playing outside his house in Majdal Shams.86He has overcome near blindness and the loss 
of his limbs to become a successful accountant in the Golan.  

Saleh described the landmine accident and what it was like the morning after the accident as he 
lay in his hospital bed. He recalled that, when he arrived home from the hospital, people from the 
community walked past him and said, “Saleh would have been better off dead than to have 
survived and be handicapped forever.” Thirty-five years after the accident, Saleh continues to 
grapple with his emotional and physical scars from that day. He expressed being constantly scared 
to walk around and terrified that one day his son would be injured the same way.87 

I am afraid all the time. All the time. […] I have three boys, and I am always afraid. 
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[...] There are mines everywhere, in the houses, the gardens of the houses […] There 
is beautiful green land, apples, trees and fruits in my homeland, but landmines have 
taken too much from us. Too many bodies. Too much land. Too many animals. 

b) Mine Clearance 

Article 12 (3) allows certain restrictions on the rights protected under Article 12 “to protect 
national security, public order (ordre public), public health or morals, and the rights and freedoms 
of others.” According to the Human Rights Committee’s General Comment No. 27, these 
restrictions must be “necessary” and “conform to the principle of proportionality.”88 In 2010, an 
11 year old Jewish boy, Daniel Yuval, lost his leg after stepping on a buried landmine in the 
Golan.89 Following this incident, Defense Ministry Mine Clearance Authority Director Ervin Lavi 
stated, “These landmines are not essential for the security of the state.”90 The Israeli government 
cannot show, therefore, that its failure to remove landmines is necessary for and proportional to 
“security purposes,” nor does its inaction conform with any other provision of Article 12. 

Israel purportedly began a landmine-clearance program in 2011.91 Yet, to this day, the presence of 
landmines in the Occupied Golan continue to restrict Syrian-Arabs’ ability to move freely and 
constitute a threat to the right to life of Syrian Arabs. Al Marsad has repeatedly asked the Israeli 
Authorities to clear remaining mines around Majdal Shams.92 The Israeli government has ignored 
these requests. In fact, despite all the mines that are already in place, in August 2011, the Israeli 
army’s journal, Bamachaneh, reported that the army had laid new anti-personnel mines in the 
Occupied Golan along the ceasefire line separating the region from the rest of Syria.93 

In light of the above facts, we recommend that the Committee ask the State of Israel to: 

1. Provide clear and precise information regarding the following:  
o The number of landmines in the Golan; 
o The mine-clearing program currently in place; 
o The specific areas that have been cleared; 
o A schedule for mine-clearing in the future 

2. Explain how and when it will clear and return the lands originally belonging to Syrian 
Arabs that are currently being used as military posts and landmine zones; 

3. Provide precise and detailed information on the following:  
o The exact number of landmine accidents in the Golan from 1967 to present, 

disaggregated by year; 
o The number of landmine accident cases that have been investigated by Israeli 

authorities.  
4. For each reported case, include: 

o The name of the injured/deceased; 
o The efforts made by Israel to investigate the circumstances surrounding the 

accident; 
o The nature of medical assistance and rehabilitation given to the injured/deceased; 

and 
o The nature and amount of compensation provided to the victims and/or their next 
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of kin. 
 

4. Freedom of Movement and the Right to Family 
 
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. 

 
a) Freedom to Choose One’s Residence 

 
This Committee’s 1999 General Comment No. 27 explains that “the right to reside in a place of 
one’s choice within the territory includes protection against all forms of forced internal 
displacement. It also precludes preventing the entry or stay of persons in a defined part of the 
territory.”94Israel violates Article 12 by depriving Syrian Arabs of their land, failing to return the 
land or to provide adequate compensation for the land, and establishing military and landmine 
zones that Syrian Arabs in the Golan cannot enter.  
 
Moreover, the Israeli government’s proffered reason—“security purposes”—for taking the lands 
from Syrian Arabs is insufficient.95 Israeli laws, like the Land Acquisition Law and the 2010 
Amendment to the Land (Acquisition for Public Purposes) Ordinance, 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.”96 
 

b) The Right to Travel 
 
As a people under occupation, most Syrians have resisted Israel’s attempts to force its citizenship 
onto them. Consequently, many Syrian Arabs in the Golan are not citizens of any country. Instead, 
they have “undefined” citizenship and are granted a “laissez-passer” to travel.97 Like Palestinians 
living in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, including East Jerusalem, most Syrian Arab 
residents of the Golan have permanent residency status.98 This residency, however, may be 
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revoked under certain conditions. The State of Israel reserves the right to revoke the residency of 
anyone whose “center of life” changes.99 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.100 
 
While Jewish people have the inalienable right to return to Israel and acquire citizenship at any 
time, Syrian Arabs face significant hurdles to regain permanent residency.101 For non-Jews, like 
Syrian Arabs living in the Occupied Golan, the procedure to regain permanent residency status is 
onerous, and their requests for residency are often denied. One man, born and raised in Majdal 
Shams, reports that his permanent residency was revoked after he obtained citizenship in a second 
country, even though dual citizenship is permitted under Israeli law.102 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 live in his hometown.103 
 
Syrian Arabs’ residency status also impedes their ability to travel abroad. Their “undefined” status 
means they are often detained and questioned at the border. Syrians’ 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.104 
Syrians’ requests for visas are often denied because countries fear that their “undefined” status 
means they will seek asylum in any country they visit.105 
 

c) The Right of Return 
 
Article 12 provides that “[n]o one shall be arbitrarily deprived of the right to enter his own 
country.” Israel’s denial of Syrian Arabs’ right to return from Syria to the Occupied Golan predates 
the current conflict in Syria. At the end of the 1967 war leading to Israel’s occupation of the Syrian 
Golan, over 130,000 people were forcibly transferred by the Israeli military or displaced and 
forbidden from returning to the Occupied Golan.106 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 to the rest of Syria during the war to return to their hometown in 
the Golan.107 
 
The Israeli government has imposed severe restrictions on Syrian Arabs’ ability to return to their 
homes in the Golan. Many of these restrictions predate the beginning of the current conflict in 
Syria. One such restriction involves requiring any Syrian Arab bride who leaves her home in the 
Occupied Golan to live in the rest of Syria with her husband, to sign a form renouncing her right 
and the right of any of her present or future children to return to the Occupied Golan.108 
 
In 2003, the Knesset enacted the Citizenship and Entry into Israel Law (Temporary Provision) 
5763, which prohibits residents from the Occupied Palestinian Territories of the West Bank,109 
and the Gaza Strip, including those married to Israeli citizens, from being granted nationality or a 
permit to reside in Israel.110 Although this law was initially a temporary order, it was extended in 
2004, 2005, and 2006.111 In 2007, the Knesset passed an amendment to the temporary order, 
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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.112 As a result, Syrian families are 
unable to live together in the Occupied Golan, when one of the spouses is a Syrian national or 
resident. 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 articles 23 
and 26 of the Covenant.”113 Israel has failed to implement the Committee’s recommendations, and 
the Citizenship and Entry into Israel Law (Temporary Provision) continues to violate Syrian 
Arabs’ right to family under Articles 17 and 23. 
 
Since the beginning of the current conflict in Syria, it has become even harder for Syrians to return 
to their homes in the Syrian Golan.114 For instance, before the war in Syria, it was common practice 
for Syrian Arab students from the Occupied Golan to study in Damascus, where the Syrian 
government provided them with allowances to pursue a free education.115As a result of the war, 
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.116 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.117 For instance, one man 
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, are denied entry into the Syrian 
Golan.118 

 
In light of the above facts, we recommend that the Committee ask the State of Israel to: 
  

1. Explain why the State Party has denied Syrian Arabs in Syria the right to return to the 
Syrian Golan. Provide specific information regarding: 

○ Why the State Party did not allow Syrian Arabs to return to the Syrian Golan before 
the war in Syria erupted; 

○ What measures the State Party is taking to allow Syrian Arab students in Damascus 
to return to their homes in the Occupied Golan. 
Providespecific information regarding efforts taken to create an equitable and 
transparent process for Syrians to regain their permanent residency upon their 
return to the Syrian Golan or Israel. 

2. Explain whether the State Party intends to repeal its policy of requiring residents of the 
Golan married to Syrian nationals to renounce their rights and their children’s rights to 
return to the Occupied Golan. 

 
5. Cultural Rights: Education and Identity 

 
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. 
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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.”119 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 
natives under Articles 1 and 27 of the ICCPR.120 

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.”121 This practice continues today. History 
books used in the 2017 educational curriculum of schools in the Golan fail 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 Syrian Golan without mentioning the occupation or illegal 
annexation.122 Israel’s systemic efforts to alter the ethnic and national identity of the Syrian Arabs 
in the Golan has isolated them from the larger Syrian Arab community.123 

The image on the following page 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 Palestinian Occupied Territories, the Gaza Strip, and the Occupied Syrian 
Golan.124 
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In light of the above facts, we recommend that the Committee ask the State of Israel to: 
 

1. Provide detailed information on educational materials and initiatives that aim to promote 
the culture, language, and heritage of Syrian Arabs in the Golan. Provide specific 
information regarding: 

o Arabic language classes that include Syrian Arab poets, authors, and artists; 
o Music classes that teach Arabic and/or Syrian songs;  
o Extracurricular celebrations of Arab Syrian holidays (like Al-Adha). 

2. Provide clear and precise information about educational materials for Syrian Arab schools 
describing the 1967 war and the occupation of the Syrian Golan, including: 

o History classes that mention and teach about the occupation; 
o High school history and civics classes that describe the land acquisition process and 

the creation of settlements; and 
o School trips to Syrian villages destroyed during the 1967 war. 
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