Working for a Just Peace for Palestine and Israel - how to become more effective advocates

‘There are people in this room who are obsessive about justice for Palestinians.  I thank God for them.’

This SPF one day conference held in Edinburgh on 31st January 2009 attracted 100 participants as well as our 10 noted speakers: The Very Rev Dr Andrew McLellan, HM Chief Inspector of Prisons; Mark Lazarowicz MP, Colin Bartie political adviser to David Martin MEP, Robin Harper MSP, Barrie Levine from Scottish Jews for a Just Peace, Humza Yousaf of the Scottish Islamic Foundation, journalists Lesley Riddoch and Tim Cornwell, and William Bell from Christian Aid. The organisers are grateful to the Rev Alistair McGregor QC, member of the Faculty of Advocates, for his very able and kindly chairing of the event.
This report is based on ideas from all the speakers and initially defines advocacy and the overarching considerations to become more effective advocates. The next longer section covers the principles and a range of tips for successful advocacy put forward by the speakers. Ideas are not always attributed to individuals but a brief summary of each speakers’ contribution is available on request.

What are the issues that we are advocating? 

Humza Yousaf and Willam Bell are clear. The issue is first and foremost about humanity, about human rights and land, not about religion or faith. The plight of Palestinians is an issue of compassion and denial of justice to human beings. Our campaigns should be about compassion. Humza added: “Mercy is even more important than justice” and he pointed out that the problem lies between occupiers and occupied – it's not religious.

What is advocacy?

Christian Aid defines  ‘advocacy’  in terms of influencing change and identifying the drivers for change: the people in positions of responsibility and influence who are in a position to effect change and the media who provide evidence that the message is getting across.  

Who are the targets of our advocacy?

Who are these influential people? Certainly they include politicians MPs, MEPs MSPs and also local councillors. There are also the various media not just the newspapers whose general stance is sympathetic to the Palestinian situation but those that may have bigger circulations and reiterate information and justifications largely from the Israeli propaganda. Andrew McClellan highlighted the churches in the UK and elsewhere. He asks, 
· What does SPF expect will come to the churches in Scotland from this day?

· How can SPF influence individuals and churches in the USA and support Palestinian advocacy groups there?

It is not only the Christian churches but also other religious and spiritual groups who influence and educate their congregations. There has, Barrie Levine indicated, been a growth in critical Jewish opinion of Israeli actions since the attack on Lebanon in 2006. Some of the strongest critics have been MPs of a Jewish background: in Westminster, Gerald Kaufman recently made a devastating attack on Israeli policies towards Palestinians. Nevertheless generally people have been conditioned into believing Israel is protecting its citizens against persecution. Recent events in Gaza might have reinforced this view for some but for many the killing of so many people and especially children has been a turning point. In the general population this may even have led to anti-Semitic feeling. Another outcome seems to be more cohesion among the various groups within the Muslim communities and a raising of the issues among the population as a whole providing fertile ground to be tapped.  

There is also an urgent need for the general public to be well informed and willing to put pressure on those who can make a difference. There is no group in society that needs to be excluded: professional associations, churches, social clubs, sporting groups …. The SPF has to appeal to the interests of Israelis and Jews, Christians and Muslims, Palestinians, the Scots, the Americans - the world?

What are the general principles of successful Advocacy? 

Clearly techniques and information have to be adapted to the target audience but perhaps the starting point should be to use people’s own experiences. Andrew McClellan posed two questions: 

· What can SPF do to make the voices of Palestinian people heard?

· What can SPF do to make sure that the voices of people who know best are heard; and that people go?

Andrew spoke of how when he and other highly competent professionals spoke about the situation of the children whose fathers were in UK prisons, the audience took notes; when the audience heard the voices of the children themselves,s they wept.  The professionals were beginners in changing people’s hearts and minds compared with the children of prisoners.  Similarly, the best advocates for the Palestinian people are the Palestinians themselves. How can we make this happen? 

SPF also has the advantage of a wide network of people who have experience of visiting or living with Palestinians and Israelis. This experience should be utilised to the maximum and opportunities extended to others. Seeing with one’s own eyes is always a converting experience.  So we should be encouraging people to go to Palestine and see for themselves.

A second principle gleaned from various speakers is to be clear what it is you are advocating. This helps to make points succinctly and not to get sidetracked into the many other issues and bits of less relevant information. What is it that you want the recipient to do with the information or your request?

Several speakers underlined the need to find an interest point, something dramatic or associated with the audience’s own interests and with current affairs. It has to be timely. Lesley Riddoch: “Stuff Happens” and stories move on so we need to follow that movement and respond in imaginative ways.” Lesley quoted the timing in regard to current events eg present celebrations of Robert Burns to which we could link. We should “harness what is happening” in fields other than the Middle East.

Identify a big idea is another suggestion from Andrew and he mentioned the largest petition ever which was for Jubilee 2000.  One woman, Laura Vargas, collected the signatures of 5% of the population of Peru.  People need to hear many times about an issue from a number of different people/sources before they take action. And it is likely to be more effective if many are focused on the same idea

Practicalities

Tips from politicians

Politicians are vital to changing governments’ policies. All politicians are very busy and have a range of commitments and interests other than – or in addition to- their views and actions on the Israeli/Palestinian situation. However Mark Lazarovitz indicates the timeliness of immediate actions as there is undoubtedly growing sympathy for Palestinians in the UK including a clear shift in the UK government’s language – there is still some way to go, but the tone is improving, especially in informal discussions with MPs. This is in part a reflection of changes in the public mood. Similarly in Scotland the debate on Gaza initiated by Pauline McNeill was the longest ever Member’s debate in the Scottish Parliament – a sign of how strongly MSPs felt about the issue.  The debate was given a necessary connection to Scotland, but also went further in calling on Israel to stop the bombing of Gaza. Currently there is a real opportunity with Obama: a change of emphasis and a chance to get international change going.

Relate communications to ongoing events which MPs, MEPs and MSPs might be part of – e.g. Mahmoud Abbas speaking in the European Parliament followed by David Martin and Abbas unveiling a plaque in honour of Mahmoud Darwish.  Another example is in the planned visits of MPs to Gaza.

It is important to know what issues are about to be debated e.g. the vote on the EU-Israeli Association agreement has been postponed but the European Commission is in favour. What is required are letters to MPs so that they can pressure the Government to change their instructions to their representatives on the Commission.

Writing to members of parliaments is essential – ideally letters, and not emails. Five or 6 letters from constituents help to push an item up the politicians’ agenda very quickly.

Write in support.

Ensure that communication relates to issues within the politicians’ brief – Scotland, Westminster, Europe.

For example, health can be used as a point for Scottish influence through the Scottish international aid budget (which at present is directed exclusively to Malawi).  MSPs can seek to pursue this, and Robin Harper (with his constituents’ expressed support) will press to ensure the SNP’s offer of medical support for Palestinians is realistically dealt with, and not just a rhetorical offer.

For an MEP, Europe as an idea is about peace, and that, Colin Bartie argued, is what we need to push for at the present time. The EU-Israel Association Agreement is a current issue. There have been 500 breaches in terms of origin of product labelling the last 3 years. The European Parliament is against extending the Agreement but the Commission decides and is likely to vote for it (a democratic deficit!).  Mark Lazarovitz and Colin agreed that  therefore, what is required is a letter to your MP, so that they can pressure the government to change their instructions to their representatives on the Commission.

Members of the Westminster Parliament should be approached directly and questions for Ministers are best channelled through their own MPs as Ministers are required to answer them whereas there is no obligation to answer members of the public. 

Individual MPs can:

· initiate/sign an Early Day Motion (akin to a petition) – 50, 100 or more signatories guarantees attention from the government

· ask the government questions – which results in government statements or debates

· get briefings from e.g. Foreign and Commonwealth Office – MPs appreciate personal accounts/experiences that they can cite from their constituents

· refer to internal groups as a way of organising opinion etc. (e.g. Labour Friends of Israel, or Conservative Middle East Council etc.)

Communicate directly and to the point

All elected members can only respond to their own constituents. Therefore communicate directly, ideally through making an appointment or a personal letter. Always include your own address. Personal emails are a good way to communicate. Less attention is paid to standard emails through sites like writetothem.com – though this give contact addresses. 

Do not assume that are well informed or already know your views on an issue. Encourage them to engage with the debate as they may be ducking controversy. Look for issues that relate to individuals rather than to the whole issue.  

Maintain the pressure and be supportive

Continue to pressure MEPs, MPs and MSPs – bearing in mind the time pressures on these representatives who spend time in Edinburgh, London or Brussels as well as in their constituencies. And don’t forget to be supportive as well as negativeand also communicate in support 

Tips from the media

Speed

All journalists work fast and to deadlines and will be able to use material/information when it is easily accessible and timely. .If a topic is raised they want mobile numbers or informative websites with clear contacts to whom they can turn quickly for background information. It might be useful to meet with Foreign Editors in order to be sure contacts are added to the lists kept by papers. We should give telephone numbers when writing comments to papers.

Use images
Pictures catch interest both of reporters and public more than words and make a greater impact. In relation to a successful example Tim Cornwell and Lesley Riddoch both referred to the recent demonstration outside BBC in Glasgow against the refusal to show the DEC Gaza Appeal where Scottish Actors declared they would no longer work for BBC and a headline story was created. Lesley also said it was not the words on the appeal but the images which worried the BBC.

Images of some demonstrations can also alienate audiences rather than capture sympathy.

Think of audience 
Most people do not have our knowledge or interest so, in Lesley's metaphor we should not be so caught up in the destination of the taxi that we fail to get passengers into the cab before we leave. To catch attention we need to remember that “interest, not importance” governs the readership. Use eg the Arts, Music, Drama, Film, Festivals and the local angle of Scottish people being involved to catch interest first. 

This could mean moving a story on after negative action e.g. In response to a comment about the impact of the Zionist lobby in closing down a magazine by threatening advertisers and so cutting revenue after an article criticising Israel, Lesley urged that facts about that closing-down action could then be used as a story in itself so we should not give up but move the story on.

Use contemporary communications

Access the public through modern forms such as Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, Blogs etc

Always worth commenting

Tim said editors do take note of the number of comments, (if not always their content), following a news story so it is worth sending these. 

Various speakers spoke of the advantage of having The Big Idea or  Bold Ideas that attract people’s attention and their engagement. There was the example of the petition in Peru and Lesley tossed into the pot the idea of a giant screen in Princes Street to display Palestinian picture(s).

Good advocacy costs money. Map is an example of a very successful organization that has a high profile partly because it is clearly making a difference on the ground to people who are in great need. The implications for SPF and its constituent associations is to build up funds to support practical work. For example, most papers have only a small budget for Foreign news coverage so if groups can offer funds to take a journalist out to see the situation first-hand that could be a way of getting coverage. People are generous in support of specific practical actions. Islamic relief raised £160,000 from one dinner event.

Twinning makes good use of resources - between towns, schools, colleges, hospitals, unions etc.

Remember

William Bell gave some useful reminders for any kind of advocacy. 

• Concentrate your efforts on the “Don’t knows” 

• It is essential to in dialogue with each other;”  merely repeating the narratives of one side or the other does not move the issue forward. People respond to win-win situations.
• Advocacy must be about coming together and sharing common principles of freedom, human rights, and celebrating our common humanity.

• Legitimacy and credibility of the group or campaign, as advocate must be maintained; maintaining the ‘honest broker’ status can be important for some groups.

• Take note of the effects the situation has on us as individuals or members of a particular group and advocate in this capacity (i.e., as member of NGO, faith-based community, constituent, consumer).  How can we most effectively use our voice? To whom are we speaking? Why? How? 

Reminders from other speakers include that churches should ensure their congregations are well informed and have opportunities to debate issues. We need to judge Israel’s actions as we would any other state’s.  We have to redress imbalances to ensure the debate is about what is really happening. And do not forget to support other groups who are similarly advocating in other countries e.g. US colleagues who are encouraging President Obama (one person who can make a difference) to be a friend of Palestinians as well as of Israel.we 

Finally What one fact does SPF want everyone to know?

One startling fact can give an idea of the quantity of pain (eg that more children are affected by the imprisonment of a family member than by divorce within the family.) What startling fact about the Israeli/Palestinian situation does SPF want everyone to know?








Janet Powney

With thanks to the various rapporteurs at the conference whose summaries provided the basis for this report: Maureen Jack, Michael Marten, Alison Phillips, Douglas Callander and Nancy Adams, 

