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Visit to Israel, Gaza and Jordan April 2007
The General Secretary and project co-ordinator Monir Zaarour visited the region and attended the conference of the COPEAM network of Mediterranean audiovisual organisations at the Dead Sea in Jordan from April 20th-22nd 2007. 
This visit had been planned to include Executive Committee members Ulli Remmel and Nikos Megrelis, but due to the uncertain security situation and on the advice of Executive Committee Naim Toubassi, who is also head of the Palestine Journalists Syndicate (PJS), it was decided to change the status of the visit from a formal mission to a technical visit. We met with the newly-elected leaders of the National Federation of Israel Journalists (NFIJ) and the Palestine Syndicate of Journalists (PJS) in Ramallah and Gaza.

Meetings with the NFIJ

The IFJ met with Yosi Bar Mocha, the Deputy Chairman of the National Federation of Israel Journalists and Director General of Tel-Aviv Branch and later, In Jerusalem, with Chika Genosar, newly-elected chair of the Jerusalem branch.
 
A frank discussion was held on the controversy over the IFJ condemnation of the bombing of Al Manar television, the network that supports Hezbollah, in Beirut in July 2006 as well as the isolation of the Federation within the IFJ.

The NFIJ colleagues expressed their concern about the “political” dimension of the IFJ’s work and made reference to a recent decision of the NUJ in Great Britain and Ireland calling for a boycott of Israel. 

The IFJ reaffirmed the non-political character of our work and expressed the view of the Executive Committee that the NFIJ should fully reintegrate into the IFJ and should join the upcoming Congress in Moscow to ensure that its voice is heard.

The NFIJ was prepared to consider this but said that they did not want to be isolated at such an event as they felt they were at the Athens Congress. They did not feel connected in anyway with the IFJ work in the region.

The General Secretary made three proposals to assist the process:

a) that the NFIJ should be invited, through the European Federation of Journalists, to become associated with its work in relation to employment, public broadcasting, authors’ rights, social dialogue and union building – all of which are more relevant to the crisis being faced by journalists in Israel than the IFJ Middle East programme with Arab world affiliates and Iran.. 

b) That the NFIJ should be invited to take part in events in the Mediterranean  region organised by IFJ unions;

c) That the IFJ should encourage a bilateral dialogue between the Palestine Journalists’ Syndicate and the NFIJ.

At the end of this meeting it was agreed on all sides that this had been a useful and important exchange. The NFIJ would consider the proposal to come to Congress and would let us know within the coming days.

The question of fees to be paid for 2005 and 2006 was left on the table until these further discussions had taken place. 
In a further useful meeting in Jerusalem with Chika Genosar he expressed the view that the crisis in Israel broadcasting was coming to a head. He hoped that the IFJ might be able to assist them in their campaign to save jobs and the public broadcasting system.

In view of the distinct problems facing journalists in Israel it may be useful for the IFJ Executive Committee to consider whether or not some specific actions are needed to highlight the problems they face – including public broadcasting, the growth of freelance employment, etc.

The Executive Committee is asked to consider whether an expert mission including colleagues from major European affiliates should be sent to Israel this year to examine the professional and industrial crisis facing Israeli journalists.   
Meetings with the PJS (Gaza and Ramallah)
The General Secretary and Monir Zaarour (who, as a Palestinian had to receive a special travel permit) travelled to Gaza to meet with leaders of the PJS in the area and to lobby government officials and authorities on action to secure the release of the kidnapped BBC journalist Alan Johnston. The security conditions were difficult and we were accompanied at all times by armed guards.

The IFJ met with senior officials of the government and handed over a petition from almost 200 Members of the European Parliament calling for the release of BBC journalists Alan Johnston. The General Secretary also handed over a solidarity message from the General Secretary of the NUJ in Great Britain and Ireland thanking the PJS for their work in campaigning for Johnston’s release. 

In the meeting with the PJS leaders we were informed that severe problems of communication existed between the Gaza section of the PJS and those based in the West Bank area. They were critical of the PJS leadership over the issuing of IFJ press cards. They also criticised the IFJ for its apparent lack of engagement in actions to support Gaza journalists. They asked for more support, particularly in the provision of training.  

In the discussions the IFJ welcomed the PJS decision to hold elections in September 2007. This was a priority for the colleagues in Gaza. In a later meeting with journalists, the IFJ said that we did not support any moves to create an alternative organisation; critics of the PJS should join the Syndicate and take part in the process of its renewal and relaunch.

There was, nevertheless, as reported in the visit last year considerable concern about the work of the PJS and a general concern that the Syndicate does not work effectively for all journalists.
The IFJ was challenged about support for the NUJ call for a boycott of Israel and it was made clear that this is not an IFJ position which has an association with Israeli journalists and wishes to promote dialogue between Israeli journalists and Palestinian colleagues. 

The General Secretary and Monir Zaarour met with Naim Toubassi in Ramallah after the Gaza events. He expressed concern over complaints about the PJS saying that these criticisms were not justified. However, he welcomed the IFJ’s intervention and did say that he would support efforts to promote a dialogue with Israeli journalists.

The conclusions of these meetings were positive. The Executive Committee is asked to note the comments and to instruct the IFJ secretariat to encourage activities to ensure Palestinian journalists support the process of renewal of the PJS.     
COPEAM Meeting, Dead Sea resort
The General Secretary took part in this meeting of broadcasters from throughout the Mediterranean area. He expressed concern about the crisis for journalists within the region and called on COPEAM members to work with the IFJ, the International News Safety Institute, the Global Forum for Media Development and the IFJ’s Ethical Journalism Initiative to take practical steps to confront the problems facing media. These proposals were welcomed.

The Executive Committee is asked to note this report.
