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Haifa, 12 January 2009

To:
Mr. Menachem Mazuz



Brig. Gen. Avihai Mandelblit

Attorney General




Military Advocate General
Via fax: 02-6467011




Via fax: 03-5694526
Dear Sirs:

Urgent!

Re: Request to Initiate a Criminal Investigation into the Bombing of 
UNRWA Schools in the Gaza Strip

On behalf of the Al-Mezan Center for Human Rights (Gaza), Al-Haq (West Bank) and Adalah, we ask you to immediately initiate a criminal investigation into the bombing of two UNRWA schools including the personal responsibility of those involved in these bombings and to submit indictments against them, as explained herein:

1. Evidence gathered by Al-Mezan indicates that on Monday, 5 January 2009, at approximately 11:30 pm, three people were killed by a direct hit to the school yard of UNRWA’s Asmaa Elementary School in Gaza City. The school was clearly marked as a UN facility; UNRWA had provided Israel with information on the location of each of its facilities in the Gaza Strip before the fighting commenced. The available evidence indicates that a group of around 400 people, mostly children, were at the school at the time of the attack. They had fled from their homes in Beit Lahiya in the northern Gaza Strip and were seeking refuge at the school.

2. Al-Mezan received testimony and reports indicating that on 6 January 2009, at 3:45 pm, four artillery shells were fired near UNRWA’s Al-Fakhura School for Girls. One of the shells landed in the school yard and killed at least 40 people and injured about 100 others. This school also serves as a place of refuge for many families who fled their homes in fear of the bombings. 
3. An announcement made by a spokesman for the Israeli military on Tuesday, 6 January 2009 states that, “An initial inquiry by forces operating in the area into the incident indicates that a number of mortar shells were fired at army forces from within the Jabalia school [Al-Fakhura School]. In response to the incoming enemy fire, the forces returned mortar fire to the source.”
4. On Sunday, 11 January 2009, the Haaretz newspaper reported that a preliminary investigation into the bombing of the Al-Fakhura school indicated that the army’s location system had identified a rocket launch from the yard of a house adjacent to the school yard and not from the school yard itself, as Israeli spokes persons had originally claimed. The report also indicated that mortars were launched at the “source of fire” and that these mortars had an average margin of error of thirty meters. According to the investigation, two of the mortar shells hit their target while the third landed on the school building, hitting the civilians. See article by Amos Harel: “IDF investigation shows errant mortar hit UN building in Gaza,” published in Haaretz on 11 January 2009. The article is attached as Appendix A.  
5. The circumstances surrounding both of these grave incidents, in which dozens of civilians, mostly children, were killed, show them to be egregious violations of customary international law that amount to war crimes. It is sufficient to read the statements and declarations made by senior political leaders to recognize the indifference the State of Israel shows toward the injury of [Palestinian] civilians entitled to protection. The announcements and declarations by official spokesmen for the state indicate that the military forces and political elites do not hesitate in attacking the civilian population and the protected residents of Gaza as long as they believe that a Hamas fighter is hiding somewhere among them. For example, on Tuesday, 6 January 2009, Israel’s ambassador to the UN stated during a Security Council session on the situation in Gaza that, “…failing to respond to terrorists simply because they are using civilians as cover is not and cannot be an option.”  On 31 December 2008, Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni declared: “They [Hamas] don’t make a distinction, and neither should we.” See Shlomo Shamir’s article in Haaretz, published on 7 January 2009: “Cast Lead – Israel’s UN ambassador: We’ll retaliate against Hamas even if it hides behind civilians.” The article is attached as Appendix B. Also see Amnon Meranda, “Tibi: Politicians counting Palestinian bodies”; Ynet News, 29 December 2008. The article is attached as Appendix C.
As you know, the distinction between a combatant and a civilian is a principle of international humanitarian law. A number of immutable rules derive from this principle: a prohibition on attacks aimed against civilians, a prohibition on attacks directed against civilian targets, and a prohibition on indiscriminate attacks. These rules have the standing of customary international law. 
See: Jean-Marie Henckaerts and Louise Doswald-Beck, Customary International Humanitarian Law, Vol 1: Rules. Rule 1, see page 3; Rule 7, see page 25; Rule 6, see page 19; Rule 11 and Rule 12, see pages 37-42.
6. The declarations made by the state's representatives immediately after the shelling of the Al-Fakhura School, in which they claimed that the attack was legal because combatants had allegedly fired from the school area – a claim the army later retracted, admitting that no firing had been carried out from the school area – demonstrate an erroneous interpretation of international humanitarian law and a conscious violation of the principle of distinction, the rules derived from it and the prohibitions against the intentional targeting of civilians.
7. According to customary international law, as expressed in Article 50(3) of the First Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions, 1977, “The presence within the civilian population of individuals who do not come within the definition of civilians does not deprive the population of its civilian character.” The population is therefore still entitled to protection from such attacks.
8. An additional obligation imposed upon a combatant is expressed in Article 57(1) of the First Additional Protocol, “In the conduct of military operations, constant care shall be taken to spare the civilian population, civilians and civilian objects.” See also Rule 15, page 51. Stemming from this general obligation of precaution is an obligation to select methods of warfare that comply with these rules. See Rule 17, page. 56. Since artillery is a “statistical weapon” – that is, an imprecise weapon that strikes a wide area – its use violates the aforementioned rules prohibiting an attack against civilians, as well as the rule that prohibits indiscriminate attacks. As noted above, in the case of the attack on the Al-Fakhura school, the army admitted that it had erred in its selection of weapon because of the unsuitability of artillery fire in these particular circumstances.

9. A further fundamental principle of IHL is the principle of proportionality, which prohibits military activity that is liable to cause incidental loss of human life that would be excessive in relation to the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated. See Rule 14, page 46 and Article 51(5)(B) of the First Additional Protocol. As the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) ruled: 

The population against whom the attack is directed is considered civilian if it is predominantly civilian. See Prosecutor v. Naletilic and Martinovic, (ICTY), Trial Chamber, 31 March 2003, para. 235.
…the Appeals Chamber finds that the jurisprudence of the International Tribunal in this regard is clear: the presence of individual combatants within the population attacked does not necessarily change the fact that the ultimate character of the population remains, for legal purposes, a civilian one. See Prosecutor v. Stanislav Galić (Appeal Judgment). IT-98-29 A. (ICTY). 30 November 2006. 

10. The ICTY ruled that attacks that fail to discriminate between civilian and military targets “may qualify as direct attacks against civilians”: 
As regards the first element, the Trial Chamber agrees with previous Trial Chambers that indiscriminate attacks, that is to say, attacks which strike civilians or civilian objects and military objectives without distinction, may qualify as direct attacks against civilians. It notes that indiscriminate attacks are expressly prohibited by Additional Protocol I. This prohibition reflects a well-established rule of customary law applicable in all armed conflicts … Prosecutor v. Stanislav Galić (IT-98-29), para 57. 

11. On the same issue, the ICTY ruled that the application of the principle of distinction requires the taking of precautionary measures in order to ensure that the target being attacked is a military target and that the incidental loss of life or property caused by the attack is not disproportionate to the military advantage expected to be gained from the attack. If the incidental damage anticipated from the attack is excessive, the attack should be aborted. 
57. As regards the first element, the Trial Chamber agrees with previous Trial Chambers that indiscriminate attacks, that is to say, attacks which strike civilians or civilian objects and military objectives without distinction, may qualify as direct attacks against civilians. It notes that indiscriminate attacks are expressly prohibited by Additional Protocol I. This prohibition reflects a well-established rule of customary law applicable in all armed conflicts. 
58. […] If such casualties are expected to result, the attack should not be pursued. The basic obligation to spare civilians and civilian objects as much as possible must guide the attacking party when considering the proportionality of an attack. In determining whether an attack was proportionate it is necessary to examine whether a reasonably well-informed person in the circumstances of the actual perpetrator, making reasonable use of the information available to him or her, could have expected excessive civilian casualties to result from the attack.

59. To establish the mens rea of a disproportionate attack the Prosecution must prove … that the attack was launched willfully and in knowledge of circumstances giving rise to the expectation of excessive civilian casualties.

60. The Trial Chamber considers that certain apparently disproportionate attacks may give rise to the inference that civilians were actually the object of attack. This is to be determined on a case-by-case basis in light of the available evidence. [(Emphasis added)]
Prosecutor v. Stanislav Galić, para. 57-60.
12. For the purpose of establishing a war crime of “willful killing”, as stipulated in Article 8(2)(a)(i) of the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC), recklessness is also considered a sufficient psychological basis for constituting this crime:
The term ‘willful’ encompasses reckless acts…
It may be concluded from the cases rendered by the ad hoc tribunals that the notion ‘willful’ includes ‘intent’ and ‘recklessness’, but excludes ordinary negligence. This view is supported by various decisions emerging from post-second world war trials in which it was stated in general terms that willful neglect, if it amounts to recklessness, i.e. gross criminal or wicked negligence, or gross and criminal disregard of his/her duties, is sufficient for the mens rea. This view is also found in the ICRC commentary on Art. 85(3) AP I and was explicitly underlined by the ICTY in the above-mentioned Delalic case. 
In the cases of willful killing committed by fault of omission, if death is the foreseeable consequence of such omission, intent can be inferred. [(Emphasis added)]

Knut Dörmann, Elements of War Crimes under the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court, ICRC 2003, page 42.
13. With regard to the crime of intentionally attacking a civilian population or specific civilians who did not participate in the warfare, Article 8(2)(b)(i) of the Rome Statute  states that the failure to take all possible measures of precaution to prevent injury to civilians is sufficient to establish this offense: 
This offense is not limited to attacks against individual civilians. It essentially encompasses attacks that are not directed against a specific military objective or combatants or attacks employing indiscriminate weapons or attacks effectuated without taking necessary precautions to spare the civilian population or individual civilians, especially failing to seek precise information on the objects or persons to be attacked. The required mens rea may be inferred from the fact that the necessary precautions (in the sense of Art. 57 AP I, e.g. the use of available intelligence to identify the target) were not taken before and during an attack. This would apply to all the war crimes relating to an unlawful attack against persons or objects protected against such attacks discussed later on. [(Emphasis added)] Dörmann, pp. 131-132.
14. In this context, even though the State of Israel is not a party to the Rome Statute, Article 8 (War Crimes) reflects customary international law and therefore the accepted views and interpretations pertaining to this law are relevant to our case. 
15. Even the presence of a large number of combatants who constitute a legal target for attack does not justify an attack against a civilian population center, because the damage to this population would necessarily be disproportionate:
Although the number of soldiers present at the game was significant, an attack on a crowd of approximately 200 people, including numerous children, would clearly be expected to cause incidental loss of life and injuries to civilians excessive in relation to the direct and concrete military advantage anticipated. See Prosecutor v. Stanislav Galić, para. 387.
16. Recognition of the permissibility of inflicting harming upon a civilian population as part of the incidental damage of warfare has been limited to specific circumstances only; that is, as damage incidental to an attack against legitimate targets. This limited recognition is not intended to allow attacks aimed at a civilian population or violation of the rules described above. And it is certainly not intended to contradict the supreme aim of international humanitarian law, which is to minimize the suffering caused to a civilian population during an armed conflict. One of the offenses that is considered to be a war crime is that cited in Article 8(2)(b)(iv) of the Rome Statue regarding the launching of an attack in the knowledge that it would cause unreasonable civilian injuries. Despite the recognition of the possibility of lawful incidental injury of civilians, it is agreed upon that this does not justify a violation of the rules of warfare:
The fact that this crime admits the possibility of lawful incidental injury and collateral damage does not in any way justify any violation of the law applicable in armed conflict. It does not address justifications for war or other rules related to jus ad bellum. Dörmann, page 161.
17. Moreover, customary international law regards repeated unintentional attacks against civilians during the course of military activity aimed against a legitimate target as a pattern of behavior that endangers innocent civilians and may be perceived as contrary to the directives of this law. 
… it may happen that single attacks on military objectives causing incidental damage to civilians, although they may raise doubts as to their lawfulness, nevertheless do not appear on their face to fall foul per se of the loose prescriptions of Articles 57 and 58 (or of the corresponding customary rules). However, in case of repeated attacks, all or most of them falling within the gray area between undisputable legality and unlawfulness, it might be warranted to conclude that the cumulative effect of such acts entails that they may not be in keeping with international law. Indeed, this pattern of military conduct may turn out to jeopardize excessively the lives and assets of civilians, contrary to the demands of humanity. (Emphasis in the original)
Dörmann, p. 169.
18. The attacks against the schools also contravene the norms of Israeli administrative law that apply to state authorities operating outside of the sovereign territory of the State of Israel, as well as the norms of international law. See H.C. 358/88, Association for Civil Rights in Israel v. Head of the Central Command, P.D. 44(2) 529, 536-537.
19. Massive firing at population centers is not proportionate and does not even serve any worthy purpose: 

Opposite the combatants and military targets stand civilians and civilian targets. It is prohibited for them to be subject to a military attack targeted against them. Their life and limb are protected from the perils of warfare as long as they do not themselves participate directly in the fighting.
See paragraph 23 of H.C. 769/02, Public Committee Against Torture in Israel et al. v. Government of Israel et al. (not yet published), issued on 14 December 2006. 

20. Therefore the attacks against the schools are not lawful regardless of whether they were the target of attack because of the presence of combatants or whether the shelling was incidental to an attack against a legitimate military target in the close vicinity.  Schools are by definition civilian targets. Hundreds of civilian-refugees were present at the schools, and the schools are situated in a densely populated civilian setting. For all of the aforementioned reasons there was an obligation to take extra precautions and to refrain from bombing or shelling the schools in the two cases in question.
21. In these circumstances, the state should investigate the two events and the killing of civilians. This obligation derives from the directives of customary international law, the directives of international human rights law, and the directives of Israeli law.

22. Article 1 of the Geneva Conventions mandates the signatory states to “respect” the Convention in all circumstances. Article 146 of the Fourth Geneva Convention requires the signatory states to investigate incidents in which there is a suspicion that the state violated IHL. Rule 158 of the Rules of IHL states that:
States must investigate war crimes allegedly committed by their nationals or armed forces, or on their territory, and, if appropriate, prosecute the suspects. They must also investigate other war crimes over which they have jurisdiction and, if appropriate, prosecute the suspects.
Customary International Humanitarian Law, Vol. 1: Rules, page 607.
23. As noted above, international human rights law also mandates an investigation into incidents of killing civilians. Articles 2 and 6 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) stipulate a positive obligation to protect the right to life.  

24. Professor Philip Alston, the UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions, provides a good summary of the obligations under international human rights law: 
Human rights law imposes a duty on States to investigate alleged violations of the right to life ‘promptly, thoroughly and effectively through independent and impartial bodies.’ This duty is entailed by the general obligation to ensure the right to life to each individual …

Armed conflict and occupation do not discharge the State’s duty to investigate and prosecute human rights abuses. The right to life is non-derogable regardless of circumstance. This prohibits any practice of not investigating alleged violations during armed conflict or occupation. … Regardless of the circumstances, however, investigations must always be conducted as effectively as possible and never be reduced to mere formality.
Report of the Special Rapporteur, Philip Alston, Civil and Political Rights, Including the Question of Disappearances and Summary Executions, Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, E/CN.4/2006/53, 8 March 2006, para. 35-36.

See also General Comment No. 31 [of the UN Human Rights Committtee]:

General Comment No. 31 [80] Nature of the General Legal Obligation Imposed on States Parties to the Covenant: 26/05/2004. CCPR/C/21/Rev.1/Add.13. (General Comments)
25. The obligation to investigate cases of killing innocent civilians also derives from Israel’s Basic Law: Human Dignity and Liberty, as part of the obligation to defend the right to life, and also from the Criminal Procedure (Consolidated Version) Law – 1982, which stipulates that the state is required to investigate each breach of law. 

26. It is clear that conducting an internal investigation is insufficient to fulfill the requirements of international law for an independent and impartial investigation. The intent behind internal investigations is to draw lessons. This type of investigation is tainted with conflicts of interest in that they are conducted by those involved in the event, who are themselves suspected of committing the offense. It is not a suitable mechanism for identifying the individual responsibility of those suspected of committing the offense or for ensuring that those responsible will be brought to justice.

In light of the above, we ask you to order a criminal investigation into the attack against the schools and the killing of dozens of civilians, and to bring to justice those responsible for the killings.
Yours respectfully, 
Fatmeh El-‘Ajou, Advocate
Appendix A
IDF investigation shows errant mortar hit UN building in Gaza

A preliminary investigation into the fatal shooting by the Israel Defense Forces into a United Nations building in northern Gaza on Tuesday reveals that the Israeli troops firing on the building missed their targets by some 30 meters. 

By Amos Harel

Hamas is claiming the mortar fire killed 42 people and left dozens wounded, but senior IDF officers say the figures are dubious and that Hamas is inflating the numbers. 

The probe, which was conducted by the Paratrooper Brigade whose troops were responsible for the area, found that the army's location system to pinpoint launch sites indicated that militants had launched a Qassam rocket into Israel from within a yard adjacent to the courtyard of the UN building. 

The troops had intended to launch a smart missile to take out the Palestinian launch team but a technical malfunction made this impossible, according to the probe. The commanders of the force instead decided to fire on the Qassam team with mortar shells equipped with a Global Positioning System (GPS) for accurate fire. 

However, the GPS element has an error margin of 30 meters and one of the three rounds fired by the paratrooper force slammed into the building owned by the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, or UNRWA. 

Two of the rounds hit the yard used to launch rockets into Israel, killing two members of Hamas' military wing who probably belonged to the squad that fired the rockets. 

Nonetheless, in discussing the incident with Haaretz, some IDF officers say the force should have refrained from using mortar rounds and relied instead on more accurate fire. Military sources said the UNRWA building was marked on the maps of forces operating in the area.

Other officers said they found the death toll published by Hamas grossly exaggerated, pointing out that a week ago only three IDF soldiers were killed when a tank fired two rounds - which have a much larger impact than mortar rounds - into a building which was occupied by 50 IDF soldiers.

Officers interviewed for this article pointed out that Hezbollah resorted to similar inflation tactics after an IDF bomb landed on a UN post in Qana in southern Lebanon in 2006.

Appendix B
The following article was translated from Hebrew to English by Adalah.
Cast Lead – Israel’s UN ambassador: We’ll retaliate against Hamas even if they hide behind civilians

Ambassador Gabriela Shalev made this statement during a stormy Security Council discussion of the IDF’s activity in Gaza. Abu Mazen: Don’t let another child die

By Shlomo Shamir, New York. 

“Failing to respond to terrorists simply because they are using civilians as cover is not and cannot be an option. To do so would simply broadcast an invitation to every terrorist group in the world to set up shop inside a hospital or a kindergarten,” declared Israel’s UN ambassador, Gabriela Shalev, tonight (Wednesday) in a speech she delivered during a Security Council discussion on the situation in Gaza.

There was a very charged atmosphere at the session and the predominant topic in all of the speeches was the humanitarian crisis and suffering of civilians in Gaza. The Chairman of the Palestinian Authority, Mahmoud Abbas (Abu Mazen) delivered an emotional speech and appealed to the council’s members: “Let us not allow the killing of one more Palestinian child.” The Chairman urged the international community as follows: “We must put an end to the massacre of my people. Let my people live and let my people be free.”

The UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon, who opened the session, said that he planned to embark on a round of visits to the Middle East next week. The Secretary-General said that he would visit Israel, the “Occupied Palestinian Territory,” and capitals in the region. He warned, however, “But I do not believe we can wait until then to end the violence. We must achieve that now.”

“Hamas has no interest in making peace with the enemy; for Hamas peace is the enemy,” Shalev declared in her speech. She went on to emphasize: “A state seeking to defend its residents from a terror attack cannot be compared to a terror organization firing missiles … There is no equivalence between a state using force in exercise of its right of self-defense and a terrorist organization for which the very resort to violence is unlawful.”

American Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice also focused her remarks on the deterioration of the humanitarian situation in Gaza. Rice noted that she had spoken with Prime Minister Ehud Olmert and Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni, and said they had promised to open a corridor for humanitarian assistance to Gaza. The British foreign secretary and the foreign minister of Turkey also spoke at the session and warned against a humanitarian crisis in the Strip.

Due to the long list of speakers, the session is expected to continue tomorrow. The general assessment at the UN is that the session will not end with a resolution or binding announcement on behalf of the council.

Appendix C
Tibi: Politicians counting Palestinian bodies

In a special Knesset session on the IDF's operation in Gaza, Arab MKs attack the Israeli leadership. Foreign Minister Livni: Hamas doesn’t distinguish between Jews and Arabs, and neither should we 

Amnon Meranda 

The Knesset held a special recess session Monday in light of the Israel Defense Forces operation in the Gaza Strip and the security situation in southern Israel. 

“There are those counting Knesset seats in exchange for bodies,” Knesset Member Ahmad Tibi (United Arab List-Ta’al) accused the Israeli leadership, after the premiership candidates slammed the Arab sector’s condemnation of Operation Cast Lead. 

“One cannot compare between those who have predatory power and those who have primitive power,” said Tibi. “As a humane person, I oppose targeting civilians wherever they are. Naturally, however, every time an Arab is injured it hurts me more because we are members of the same nation. 

“All we’re saying is to spare human life, and no to war. In two weeks negotiations will be launched on a truce agreement. Why not start it immediately, now, while opening the crossings? 

“But there are those who want to burn a sense of defeat in the Palestinians’ cognition. This is the Israeli army’s school. And what can we do? We’re on the eve of elections. There are those who are counting bodies while counting Knesset seats. Is there anything crueler?” 

Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni said during the meeting, “On my way here I heard that Hamas declared the man killed by a rocket in Ashkelon ‘one of the Zionists’ despite being an Israeli Arab. They don’t make a distinction, and neither should we.” 

“The leadership has the power and responsibility to do what is right even if the public opinion is different, and this time is a time of examination as to what is right,” Livni noted, stressing that the diplomatic process must continue alongside an all-out-war on Hamas and the terror organizations. 

“And this is also an examination for the Arab leadership in the State of Israel. You are leading the Arab public on a thin rope. You cannot cross the line between right and wrong, between legitimate and illegitimate, between what is right and what is misleading. This is not a choice between being Arabs and supporting the Jews.” 

The Balad faction boycotted the Knesset session, which it said was being used “as a stage for incitement and for dancing on Palestinian blood”
The party said in a statement that “the parties are taking advantage of the Knesset stage for cheap election propaganda at the expense of the war crimes taking place in Gaza.” 

‘How many more wars on the menu?’
Prime Minister Ehud Olmert boycotted the special session, and the central stage was occupied by Opposition Chairman Benjamin Netanyahu, who expressed his support for the government’s policy and was disrupted repeatedly by Arab MKs.

“There’s no other nation which would restrain itself for so long, too long,” said Netanyahu. “Olmert did the right thing when he decided to move to an active offensive. Our power of deterrence will be restored when we adopt a systematic policy of war on terror and when we consistently collect a price from our enemies for crossing these lines. The Hamas missile threat can be eliminated. 

“Not every civilian must support any government decision, but it’s intolerable when they support our enemies. When the IDF fights Hamas’ war criminals and our soldiers endanger themselves, they wave the Hamas flags. 

“Enough is enough. To Israel’s Arabs I say: Renounce the extremists. And to the extremists I say: Beware we will use an iron fist against the Hamas supporters among us.” 

Netanyahu called on the prime minister to immediately fire [Arab] Minister Raleb Majadele, who boycotted Sunday’s cabinet meeting over the Gaza operation. 

“A minister in Israel must serve the State of Israel and represent it. He is not entitled to boycott the government,” he said. 

MK Talab El-Sana shouted at him, “Are you declaring war on the Arab public?” 

Earlier, MK Mohammad Barakeh (Hadash) asked Netanyahu, “How many wars are on your menu?” MK Gideon Sa’ar (Likud) replied, “Go on a solidarity visit to Gaza.” Barakeh answered, “I’d go, but I can’t.”
Yisrael Beiteinu Chairman Avigdor Lieberman called the Arab MKs “traitors”. MK Barakeh was later removed from the Knesset plenum, but when he returned he said, “They’re using Palestinian blood for political purposes.” 

Barak: We’re doing what Obama said 

Defense Minister Ehud Barak said that the operation had been planned for a long time, but stressed, “We know reality will never be similar to planning. It won’t be simple, there will be complications, but the preparations were conducted seriously. This operation will be expanded and deepened as much as needed.” 

He said he did not regret one day of the half-year truce with Hamas, and repeated the message that he is not eager to go to war but that the time to act has come.

“In his visit to Sderot, (US President-elect) Barack Obama said that if someone had been launching rockets at his home he would do anything to stop him. That’s what we’re doing. We want peace. We extended a hand to the Palestinian people more than once. 
“We have nothing against Gaza’s resident, but we have an all-out-war against Hamas. They are deliberately firing at civilians. We are looking for terrorists and trying not to hurt civilians.”
Elaborating on the operation’s goals, the defense minister said, “We launched it in order to hit Hamas hard and cause it to stop its actions against Israel’s citizens and lead to a change in the situation in the south.” 

He noted that Israel left the Gaza Strip three years ago “and gave a chance to a different reality. We have since seen the Hamas government in Gaza and a rain of rockets. This is a situation no sovereign state can accept and we won’t accept it. We have the right and duty to defend our citizens.” 

Sharon Roffe-Ofir contributed to this report
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