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The Academic Friends of Israel [AFI] was formed in 2002 by group of British academics from UK Universities and Colleges who were concerned about the increasing number of anti-Israel and antisemitic incidents on British Campuses as well as the anti-Israel policies of the education Trade Unions. 

 
The AFI is opposed to the academic boycott of Israel and campaigns against all forms of antisemitism on campus and the anti-Israel polices of the education Trade Unions. We are not affiliated to any political party or any religious grouping either in the U.K. or Israel. The Group works closely with the Board of Deputies for British Jews and the Union for Jewish students.

We recognise the right of people to criticise actions or policies of the State of Israel, and where we feel this criticism is unfair we will debate these points. Political disagreement is healthy, indeed necessary. Our concern is that such debate has tended over the last few years to slip into dangerous territory. Instead of challenging the policies of the state, rhetoric frequently denies its right to exist. Israel, and all those who do not oppose it are demonised to such an extent that our members find themselves not only being forced to defend the existence of the state but also themselves. Worse still, the anti-Israel rhetoric all too often recycles ancient antisemitic tropes. Israel and it supporters are portrayed much in the language of religious and ethnic hatred. As a result, those who refuse to denounce Israel are themselves denounced, marginalised, intimidated and discriminated against. Israel and its (mostly Jewish) supporters are seen as racist and evil. All Jews are suspected of supporting Israel. Jews and Israelis are treated as guilty until proven innocent. They are obligated to Israel in terms set by the opponents of Israel. They seen as having collective responsibility and should be punished accordingly. 

It is a bleak picture and almost unbelievable that it should come to pass in British academia. Some examples follow.
The Education Trade Unions and the Academic Boycott of Israel
Academics at Britain’s Universities and Colleges are represented by the Association of University Teachers [AUT] and NATFHE, the University & College Lecturers' Union.  AFI members have attended the last two NATFHE conferences and in our view many of the delegates are reluctant, especially those on the Left, to accept that the demonisation of Israel and the use of double standards towards Israel is antisemitic. 
The first call for academic boycott of Israel was made in 2002. Since then the AFI has actively campaigned against a boycott, opposing the 2003 attempt to pass a boycott motion at the Association of University Teachers [AUT] council meeting in Scarborough. The debate was held late on a Friday afternoon denying Jewish members of the Union the opportunity to participate as they would not be able to get home in time for the Sabbath. The initial efforts to boycott all Israeli universities failed, but a number of academics apparently instituted a boycott of their own. The dismissal of two Israeli academics from the editorial board of her academic journal in 2002 by Mona Baker, a UMIST lecturer and supporter of the academic boycott is a public example of this form of discrimination. The AFI is opposed to such actions and will do everything it can to make public any boycott actions which it is made aware of. 

In June 2003 Professor Wilkie, an Oxford professor rejected an application from an Israeli student because he had served in the Israeli army and he had a "huge problem" with Israel's treatment of Palestinians. This was clear discrimination, punishing a single student for his nationality and Prof Wilkie’s dislike of the actions of his country. The incident resulted in him being suspended by Oxford University for two months without pay and being sent for equal opportunities training. 

On 22nd April 2005 AUT Council meeting in Eastbourne passed motions to boycott Haifa and Bar Ilan Universities in Israel and distribute pro-boycott literature. The boycott was passed in controversial circumstances and relied on dubious (and quite possibly libelous) accusations. Just over a month later on May 26th 2005 at a special meeting of the council these motions were resoundingly revoked. The boycott attempt failed because it was exposed during the course of the debate as an attempt by a small group of activists to delegitimise and demonise Israel; it was not about building unity to support the Palestinians, nor was it against Israeli policy. A member of this group, Sue Blackwell, regards the State of Israel as “illegitimate”
 and has frequently said she is not anti-semitic, but her actions in supporting motions that exclude from the threat of a boycott "conscientious Israeli academics and intellectuals opposed to their state's colonial and racist policies” again fall into the trap of holding all collectively responsible. There is a presumption of guilt that can only be lifted by publicly swearing an oath of allegiance to a political Orthodoxy. Such moves are totalitarian and have no place in democratic trade unions or democratic society. When the only people forced to swear this oath of allegiance are Jews and Israelis, this is discrimination. Whether intentional or not, this is anti-Semitism. 
The AFI is concerned about another recent proposal for a “silent boycott” of Israeli academics and Universities in which British academics are encouraged to sever their personal links with Israeli academics and not tell anyone. As the examples above show, we believe such actions have been carried out for many years and are extremely hard to prove and police. 

Thus far, efforts to boycott Israeli universities have been defeated not because they were antisemitic but because by they were offensive to the principles of academic freedom, built on a misrepresentation of fact, potentially libellous and – most seriously – because they failed on their own terms. The stated intention was to help the Palestinians yet it only served to bolster extremists on both sides who welcomed another reason to stop talking and stop listening.

It is not at all clear that the intention of the boycotters was antisemitic. For the vast majority it almost certainly was not. Deliberate or otherwise, the outcome of an official or silent boycott is discriminatory. The problem is that the issue has not yet been properly tackled by Unions and universities. The policy fell but the ‘silent’ boycotters, as well as the rhetoric and demonisation, continue unabated. As a result, academics and students feel isolated and intimidated. Complaining against traditional, right-wing antisemitism is easy. Everyone will offer support and solidarity but complaining about this form of antisemitism is almost impossible because it is not recognised as such. Anyone who does so is liable to be accused of attempting to silence critics of Israel. Within the wall of our hallowed learning institutions, scandalously few voices will speak out against the discrimination that targets those who dare identify with Zionism; the very simple belief that Israel has a right to exist.

In such cases, help should come from the trade unions, yet all too often these organisations serve to compound the situation, failing to recognise and often actively denying the existence of a problem. 
NATFHE, the largest academic union, debated and passed a motion at its 2005 conference which related to the failed AUT boycott of Israeli Universities.  Part of the original motion stated “that to criticise Israel policy or institutions is not anti-Semitic, and that anti-Zionism is not anti-Semitism”. The phrase “anti-Zionism is not anti-Semitism” was deleted before the debate on legal advice, something the proposers were clearly unhappy about. There is little doubt that, had the phrase been allowed, the motion would have passed with overwhelming support. Following the debate, NATFHE General Secretary Paul Mackney clarified the meaning of 'Israel policy' in the motion as referring to Israeli government policy and admitted that some criticism of Israeli Government policy clearly can be anti-semitic, but the obvious willingness of so many union members to pass a policy that would effectively bar Jewish and Israeli students and academics from support against the most common form of discrimination that they face is scandalous. That is was prevented on a technicality - legal advice - raises serious concerns about the sensitivity and understanding of discrimination in the union. 

Antisemitism awareness
A first positive step forward was taken by NATFE when it passed a motion committing to produce guidelines on antisemitism as part of its anti- racism campaigning and develop programmes to educate academics about the dangers of antisemitism.
 This was done with the support of AFI and is to be encouraged.
The University authorities themselves are concerned about the levels of anti-Semitism. In February 2003 the then President of Universities UK, Professor Floud, wrote to the Vice Chancellors of British Universities, urged them to be vigilant against the rise in anti-Semitism on British campuses, saying “It is vital that our universities remain safe places in which all students can go about their studies undisturbed and without fear.” 
 Universities and Colleges have a positive duty under the law to deal with this sort of behaviour and should have policies and systems in place which promote good race relations which allow them to take pre-emptive or immediate action whenever the occasion arises. There is however a general lack of knowledge and understanding by college authorities and staff about the dangers of antisemitism.
 
The AFI, on its own initiative, is organising an event in London in March 2006 to educate Academics and students about how to recognise antisemitism and how to combat it.

Discrimination Incidents at College
Jewish Academics and students are also subjected to discrimination which is not directly caused by the politics of the Middle East but due to ignorance and a lack of understanding by University administrators and staff of what it means to be Jewish. Their actions show a lack of knowledge of the UK discrimination laws, little understanding of the need for sensitivity when dealing with religious issues and staff who have received little or no training on how to deal with these issues. A Board of Deputies of British Jews survey in 1998 revealed that 16% [48,000 people] of the British Jewish working population are employed in education.
 
The following examples illustrate this discrimination:

· An orthodox female Jewish student who was due start a midwifery course at a  College in London contacted the faculty to tell them that she would have to leave early on Friday afternoons in the winter so that she could get home before the Sabbath started.  She was told that Friday afternoon’s lessons were important and as it was too late to change the timetable, she should take a gap year and they would alter the timetable next year. The situation was eventually resolved by allowing the student to leave early during the winter on Fridays and arrangements were made for her to catch up the work that she would miss. 

· An orthodox Jewish student told his lecturer at enrolment at a London College that he would not be able to attend on the first two days of teaching as it was the Jewish New Year and he would also have to leave early on Friday afternoons during the winter. He was told he would either have to choose between his religion and attending the classes.


· Employees at a College London were sent an email inviting applications for the post of staff Governor stating that Governors would be expected to attend the occasional Friday night / Saturday meetings and training sessions. When it was pointed out that this would disenfranchise Jewish staff another email was issued saying that attendance was not compulsory and alternative arrangements could be made if necessary. 
The AFI frequently hears of Jewish academics who are intimidated by the anti -Israel feeling when walking into college and being confronted with anti -Zionist posters on the walls, or hearing about meetings condemning Israel that do not allow the Israeli or Jewish experience to be expressed and so on. 
Indirect antisemitism occurs when an elected Jewish Union representative cannot attend union meetings which are held on a Friday night or Saturday because their religious observance forbids it. As Jews cannot attend meetings on that day, they are indirectly discriminated against. It is like holding a meeting on the 10th floor in a building without a lift making it difficult for disabled people to attend. Nor does it make Saturday meetings acceptable if some Jews, who do not keep the Sabbath, feel able to attend. It is possible to differentiate between religious practice and ethnicity as one does not preclude the other.
Conclusions

1. Debate is the cornerstone of academic life in the United Kingdom. That is why Academic Friends of Israel was formed: To participate in political debate. 

2. An academic boycott is the antithesis of this principle, which is why the Academic Friends of Israel vigorously opposes a boycott of Israeli Universities and academics.

3. Attempts to silence debate by portraying supporters of Israel’s right to exist as racist, fascist or evil is intimidating and frightening. Such efforts should not be permitted.

4. Insisting on a political pledge of allegiance (such as the one written into the initial AUT boycott motion) before participation in debate is permitted has no place in democratic society.

5. Raising a presumption of guilt against Israelis, Zionists or Jews is clear discrimination and must be combated. Raising a presumption of guilt that almost exclusively targets Jews is clear antisemitism.

6. University authorities and particularly trade unions must recognise that antisemitism is not always deliberate, not always from the far right and is frequently wrapped in political language and criticism of Israel.

7. Where they are incapable of understanding or recognizing the existence of this problem, training and education should be provided within existing anti-racism programmes.

8. Criticism of Israel MUST NOT be assumed to be anti-Semitic. Similarly, Jewish students or academics who believe they are victims of anti-Semitism MUST NOT be assumed to be simply seeking to deflect criticism of Israel. Institutions and organisations have a duty to offer understanding and support and to properly investigate each incident. Alluding to an ulterior motive only compounds the discrimination.
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