Understanding the Gaza Flotilla Incident 

Background:

Early on the morning on May 31st Israeli naval personnel boarded a flotilla of six vessels attempting to violate the maritime closure of Gaza. On five of the six ships everything went peacefully. The ships were escorted unharmed to Ashdod, Israel, as had happened with previous vessels that tried to violate the maritime blockade. In Ashdod, the flotilla's cargo will be off-loaded and the humanitarian items will be transferred overland to Gaza in accordance with standard operating procedures. 

Those onboard the Mavi Marmara attacked Israeli naval personnel as they entered the ship with pipes, heavy objects, and knives. Soldiers were shot, one was stabbed, others were injured and one was thrown overboard; they were in mortal danger and had to act in self-defense. Unfortunately, there were casualties among those on board. 

The attack on the Israeli soldiers was premeditated. The weapons used were prepared in advance. Huwaida Arraf, a flotilla organizer, foreshadowed the violence with her statement that: "They [the Israelis] are going to have to forcefully stop us." Bulent Yildirim, the leader of the IHH (Insani Yardim Vakfi, Humanitarian Relief Fund), one of the primary organizers of the flotilla, announced just prior to boarding: “We are going to resist and resistance will win." The militants incited those boarding the boats in Turkey by chanting "Intifada, intifada, intifada!"

The organizers were aware that their actions were illegal. Under international maritime law, when a maritime blockade is in effect, no vessels - either civilian or enemy - can enter the blockaded area. In line with Israel's obligations under international law, the ships participating in the protest flotilla were warned time and again that a maritime blockade is in effect off the coast of Gaza.

Points to share about the Gaza flotilla incident:

· We deeply regret the loss of life and injuries sustained.  All of the wounded are being treated in Israeli hospitals.

· Groups supposedly bringing "aid" to the people of Gaza have a history of using alleged acts of humanitarianism as cover for weapons smuggling – and Israel has every right to defend its own citizens from the consequences of such illicit transfer of arms.

· Israel gave numerous warnings to the activists not to proceed with their trip without first allowing the freight on their ships to be checked; Israel had repeatedly offered to allow the aid in as long as the activists handed it over to the army to be inspected. See video of Israeli naval personal issuing warnings to the Mavi Marmara.
· Those vessels that reacted peacefully to the operation were escorted unharmed to Israel, as was the case with previous vessels that tried to violate the maritime blockade.
· Video footage from an on-board news agency clearly shows a premeditated attack on Israeli soldiers, with use of iron bars and other weapons to assault the troops. See video
· Without the sustained attack on the troops, a non-violent intervention would have occurred. When they were attacked with force, they were left with no choice but to respond in kind.

Other Relevant Points:

· Those on board the Mavi Marmara were organized in part by IHH, an Islamist organization that has links to fundamentalist groups like Hamas and Al Qaeda.  For more information about IHH click here
· Israel has said that it will deliver humanitarian aid to Gaza, as it does on a regular basis. For more information about Israeli aid to Gaza click here.
· Although the Marvi Marmara was boarded in international waters, the intent of its passengers to enter the coastal area of Gaza was clear and undisputed. According to international maritime law, a sovereign nation need not wait until the line is unlawfully crossed when the intruders have made known their determination to cross the line.
· Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh said this week: "If the ships reach Gaza it is a victory; if they are intercepted, it will be a victory too.”
· Israel left Gaza in hopes of peace in 2005 and in return received more than 10,000 rockets and terrorist attacks in return. 
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