Distinguished guests,

First of all I would like to give my deepest thanks and gratitude to the national assembly, the South African government, President Jacob Zuma, Chairman TisetsoMagama, the organisers of today’s conference and of course the Palestinian solidarity groups. Your involvement and solidarity is the fire of hope for an independent Palestinian state. 

I cannot overemphasise the vital importance of active support in the line towards establishing an independent Palestinian state; particularly active international solidarity. During the apartheid era, international solidarity for the oppressed South African people played a paramount role in collapsing the iniquitous regime. The international sanctions on South Africa and the severe international condemnation of the regime assisted in putting intense pressure on the powerful system by isolating the Apartheid state, forcing it to turn towards a just, democratic alternative. 

The Palestinian situation is no different in this regard. The Palestinians are undoubtedly an oppressed group that’s military strength and power through control of land and policies go unmatched compared to Israel. Thus, there is no way Israel will surrender to peace through equality when they have the upper hand. Instead, they need to be pressurized to do so through peaceful yet crippling pressure; pressure initiated by the international community and possibly led by South Africa. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,
In fact, I strongly believe South Africa will be a leading player in the path towards Palestinian freedom. This is because our two countries have a long friendly history due to our shared experiences of fighting for self-determination. This creates a sense of understanding and union between our nations. 

Moreover, our countries are also tied through shared values. Thus the relationship between our two counties is in fact quite unique, as our alliance is not solely based on strategy or political gains but rather on morals and principles of indiscriminate freedom, justice and equality. These shared principles are the roots that have built our honourable friendship. 

Dear comrades,
We as Palestinians have also been fortunate enough to have earned not only South Africa’s support but South Africa’s iconic father and leader’s support, our brave and beloved Nelson Mandela. May his soul rest in peace and his loyalty and passion for the Palestinian cause live on. 

Nelson Mandela was an exceptionally wise, brave, principled leader that established a knitted friendship with Palestine’s iconic leader, the late Yasser Arafat, despite political pressure to distance himself from Arafat and the Palestinian cause. Nonetheless, Mandela refused to let politics shake his principles. In fact, in 1990 Mandela was accused of taking an amoral stand due to his affiliation with Arafat and Palestine during the New York, Town Hall Meeting with Ted Koppel, yet Mandela stood firm by replying: “[…] anybody who changes his principles depending on whom he is dealing with, that is not a man who can lead a nation”. This is an incredible statement that’s wisdom runs deep. 

Sisters and Brothers,
This statement stands as a compass of morality. Anyone who claims he or she supports freedom, justice and equality should do so without discrimination and should thus support the freedom, justice and equality Palestinians are aiming to achieve. Moreover, if one opposes occupation, that person should stand in opposition to Israel’s occupation of Palestinian lands. 

This brings me to the point of occupation. The growing illegal Israeli occupation of Palestinian lands in the West Bank is one of the major issues that is crippling any hope for genuine peace to ever be attained. Moreover, Israel continues to establish illegal Israeli settlements on the occupied Palestinian territories thus suggesting a permanent nature to their occupation. How can a feasible Palestinian state ever be established if it consists of scattered chunks of disconnected lands? The occupation is only adding fuel to the fire and this fire is burning down the prospect of ever achieving the two-state solution.

Comrades,
The Judaization of Jerusalem poses as another quandary to the two-state solution. Jerusalem is a prominent holy city that is home to all three major religions, Christianity, Judaism and Islam. Nonetheless, Israel is in the active process of Judaizing Jerusalem by establishing a Jewish majority in the city. This is unacceptable as by doing so Israel gains further control over the holy city while simultaneously restricting access and control to the remaining faiths. It has also been publically acknowledged that East Jerusalem would be the capital of the future Palestinian state. However, Israel is in the process of Judaizing East Jerusalem thus sabotaging the prospect of peace. This prospect is setback even further by the growing illegal Israeli settlements, not only in Jerusalem but throughout the West Bank. In fact, today there are more than 600 000 Israeli settlers in the West Bank and Jerusalem.

Such realities leave one disheartened; however, peace can still prevail. When we stand together in solidarity, we can overcome any challenge and any oppressor; the greater the international solidarity, the easier the victory. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,
There are several peaceful solidarity tactics we can employ to achieve such victory. Firstly, we should internationally unite our voices to proclaim that the occupation is illegal and that we must stand together to collapse it. 

Secondly, we must actively participate in the international boycott of Israeli settlements and encourage others to follow suit. Optimistic steps have already been taken in Norway, the Netherlands, and many other parts of Europe in this regard. Such boycotts are also expected to increase this year as the national Palestinian agenda marks 2014 as the year of ending the occupation. The agenda also marks this year as the Palestinian year for greater ties in the African continent. 

Lastly, as another tactic, I personally encourage every single one of you to go visit Palestine. Go witness the reality of the situation firsthand; go meet up with fellow Palestinians and personally offer your support for their cause; go to Jerusalem and visit the Al Aqsa Mosque or the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem; otherwise simply go experience Palestinian life and culture. Such visits assist Palestinians through tourism and exposure. Moreover, they help bring the Palestinian cause to the forefront of international agendas and help the international community push for the rights of the Palestinian people; a push our plight desperately needs. Therefore I once again encourage you to visit Palestine.

So far, a number of South African delegations have managed to visit the Palestinian territories; however, we hope to increase this number as well as increase the rate of the visits. The Palestinian government, organisations and people welcome all to Palestine and are ready to assist where possible. 

Dear Comrades,
I thank you all for attending this conference and I hope that such conferences will spread throughout this beautiful, democratic country. 

Finally I would like to wish all South Africans the very best for the upcoming national elections. I trust that you will once again teach the world how to practice their rights of democracy and I pray we live to witness the first democratic elections of a free, independent Palestinian state. 
Thank you.
Abdel Hafiz Nofal – Ambassador of the State of Palestine to South Africa.
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