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The Academic Boycott of Israel: Why Britain?

Ronnie Fraser
On 22 April 2005, the Association of University Teachers (AUT) held a council meeting in Eastbourne at which they passed motions to boycott Haifa and Bar-Ilan universities, distribute proboycott literature to the AUT’s forty-eight thousand members, and referred back a motion to boycott the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Just over a month later, in a special meeting of the council on 26 May, these motions were revoked. Instead, the AUT resolved to work with the other academic labor unions—NATFHE (the University and College Lecturers’ Union) and the TUC (Trades Union Congress), which is the umbrella body for UK labor unions—in a full review of its international policy, and also to provide solidarity to both Palestinian and Israeli academics.

Between these two meetings of the AUT membership, participants began to recognize that their union had been used by Sue Blackwell of Birmingham University and her fellow supporters to further their own political agenda.

The membership voted overwhelmingly to overturn the ban at their local AUT branches before the special council meeting. Some members felt strongly about academic freedom, some thought it was wrong to ostracize Israel at a time of potential peacemaking, and others believed the AUT had now made itself a racist organization. 
For Israeli academia and for UK Jewry, these events were a wakeup call. They realized that these issues would not disappear in the foreseeable future. 

The Origins of the Academic Boycott 

The first campaign anywhere for an academic boycott of Israel was launched in the spring of 2002 at the time of the Israeli offensive against Palestinian terrorist organizations in the West Bank. Two British academics, Steven Rose (who is Jewish) and his wife, Hilary Rose, along with 123 other mostly British academics, published an open letter in The Guardian calling for a European Union moratorium on funding for grants and research contracts for Israeli universities.

Originally this was seen as a spontaneous reaction to events in Israel and the territories. Subsequently, however, it has emerged that the move was part of a well-planned campaign to link enemies of Israel from the political Left, Jewish supporters of the boycott, as well as the Palestinians.

This coalition appears to have waited for an opportunity to launch the boycott at a time when the world was condemning Israel.
 
The letter’s publication on 6 April 2002 in the Saturday edition ensured that it would be reprinted elsewhere in the following days.
The choice of The Guardian was also significant, since this newspaper is well known for its socialist and anti-Israeli views
 and is widely read by left-wing academics. Indeed, within days, academics from all over the world had signed the petition and similar ones were launched in France and Australia. Although the letter called for an EU moratorium, it became known within a few weeks as “the academic boycott of Israel.” 

The letter caught everyone unprepared, and the Israeli and Diaspora responses were not coordinated. Even condemnations from official sources were slow, and it took the EU two weeks to oppose the boycott in a press release. A counterpetition to the call for a European boycott of academic and cultural ties with Israel was published on 15 April.
 

Dismissal of Two Israeli Academics 

The boycott issue was kept in the headlines when two months later on 6 June, Mona Baker, a lecturer at UMIST University in Manchester and signatory to the Guardian letter, dismissed two Israeli academics from the editorial board of an academic journal that is published by a company she owns. The two academics were Dr. Miriam Shlesinger of Bar-Ilan University and Prof. Gideon Toury of Tel Aviv University. UMIST, Baker’s employers, decided to distance the university from her act and announced that an inquiry would be held.
 
Six months later, UMIST declared that she had broken no rules because what she had done did not conflict with her teaching duties. Throughout this period, the Roses, Baker, and their supporters used letters and articles in newspapers to keep the boycott issue alive. 

For all of 2002 and the first few months of 2003, UK Jewry’s response was weak and poorly coordinated. The main reactions came from individual academics in the UK and Israel, though neither country took the boycott threat seriously until 2005. 

Sue Blackwell’s first attempt to pass a boycott resolution at an AUT conference was made when she proposed the motion from her local Birmingham association at the Scarborough conference in May 2003.
 The debate was held late on a Friday afternoon, denying many Jewish members the opportunity to participate since they could not get home in time for the Sabbath. Shalom Lappin, an Israeli academic serving as lecturer at King’s College, University of London, led the opposition to the motion, which was defeated by a two-to-one majority. 
The following month Andrew Wilkie, professor of pathology at Oxford, rejected an application for a research position in his laboratory by an Israeli student because he had served in the Israeli army and because Wilkie had a “huge problem” with Israel’s treatment of Palestinians. Two days later, this author contacted the Sunday Telegraph about the story and its publication there sparked worldwide publicity.
 As a result, Wilkie was suspended without pay for two months and had to take equal-opportunity training. Thus he was quickly turned from accuser to accused, an event unparalleled in pro-Israeli activism.
 

The AUT Boycott

The idea of an academic boycott of Israel has been condemned by bodies as diverse as the UK government,
 the International Council for Science,
 the scientific journal Nature,
 and The Independent newspaper.
 They have asserted that academic work should not be obstructed on political grounds, that discriminating on the basis of nationality is pernicious and will likely lead to further discrimination, and that academic discourse is crucial in keeping channels open to possibilities of peace. 

The AUT’s 2005 motions were based on a demand for a boycott voiced in April 2004 by nearly sixty Palestinian academic labor unions and NGOs, under the umbrella of the Palestinian Call for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel (PACBI). PACBI claimed that: “The Israeli academy has contributed, either directly or indirectly, to maintaining, defending or otherwise justifying the military occupation and colonisation of the West Bank and Gaza.”
 
In response, Ilan Chet, president of the Weizmann Institute of Science in Israel, stated that: “The Israeli academy is not involved in the occupation and politics. We’ve worked with Palestinian academics.”
 Many Israeli academics believed that the 2002 boycott call was rendered ineffective by the opposition of academics throughout the world and that any renewed attempts would fail as well. 

The Conference at SOAS 

The Palestinian boycott demand, however, gave the anti-Israeli academics what they needed: a basis for attempting to impose sanctions at the next year’s AUT Council meeting. First, though, came the December 2004 conference on “Resisting Israeli Apartheid: Strategies and Principles” at the University of London’s School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS). Although organized by the SOAS Palestinian student society, it was a well-funded international event that brought together prominent supporters of the boycott such as the Roses and Mona Baker of the UK, Lisa Taraki of the Palestinian Authority, John Docker of Australia, Lawrence Davidson of the United States, and Ilan Pappe of Israel. 

Many protests were made to the SOAS authorities that the conference would incite hatred and make life more difficult for Jewish students.
 The authorities’ response was that they could not interfere because the event was organized by a SOAS student society and not by the school itself. 

Hilary Rose’s statement emphasized the importance of the gathering: “We are here today...to set in train nothing less than an international boycott movement of historic significance. The size and difficulties of the task we have set ourselves, and the bitterness of our enemies are immense.” She went on to announce the formation of the British Committee for the Universities of Palestine (BRICUP), whose purpose is to work for an academic boycott of Israel.

Birmingham AUT’s Boycott Initiative 

The culminating step came when Birmingham AUT submitted four boycott motions to the 2005 AUT Council meeting. Blackwell, who proposed them, remarked that this time, instead of a call for a general boycott of Israeli universities as in 2003, the motions were tactical and focused on three institutions, and that “one of the reasons we didn’t win last time was that there was no clear public call from Palestinians for the boycott.”
 After a short debate, the majority of the 228 AUT Council delegates, as noted earlier, voted to boycott Haifa and Bar-Ilan universities, distribute proboycott literature to the forty-eight thousand AUT members, and refer back a motion to boycott the Hebrew University. 

Almost immediately a campaign to reverse the decision was launched by AUT members Jon Pike and David Hirsh, who set up a group called Engage. Although politically left-wing themselves, they reject claims that Israel is illegitimate and are concerned that the Left, by adopting such attitudes, has become anti-Semitic. It was Pike who organized a letter signed by twenty-five AUT Council members requesting the special meeting that was held on 26 May. 

The UK Jewish opposition was led by the Academic Friends of Israel (AFI), an organization that campaigns against the boycott and the pro-Palestinian, anti-Israeli polices of the academic labor unions; the Academic Study Group, which educates UK academics about Israel and brings them there on tours; and the Union of Jewish Students. All these worked closely with Pike and encouraged their members to support the Engage campaign. The Board of Deputies of British Jews (BOD), which “expressed its concern at the wider implications of the AUT decision,”
 formed the Campaign Group for Academic Freedom (CGAF) to coordinate the Jewish response while also striving to overturn the AUT decision. 

The Implications of the AUT Decisions 

The AUT Executive Committee, which comprises the organization’s elected leaders, was criticized for its mishandling of the debate on two counts. First, it had decided at its committee meeting before the first council session not to support the boycott motions, but to say it wished them to be referred back, a procedure that is a favorite tactic of labor unions when they want to “bury” a subject. The executive argued the case for “reference back” on the three motions, but lost the council vote and the boycott motions were approved. They had underestimated the determination of the proponents who had garnered 30 percent of the vote in 2003 and knew they needed less than twenty additional votes to win this time. Their second mistake was to impose closure in the debate due to lack of time before the boycott opponents were allowed to present their case; as a result the vote went against the executive.

The AUT Executive also ignored several requests from the AFI and from Bar-Ilan University to reschedule the debate from Friday to earlier in the week so that Jewish members could take part in it. This time, holding it on a Friday made it even more difficult, as Jewish members needed to get home in time both for the Sabbath and for the Passover festival that started the following night.
 This would have been the equivalent of scheduling the debate on Christmas Eve for the general community. 

The charges against the Israeli institutions concerned were largely false or misleading. The basis for seeking to boycott the Hebrew University was that it had allegedly confiscated land from an Arab family even though repeated court proceedings had found in favor of the university, and the matter had eventually been settled between the parties. The claim against Haifa University was that it was victimizing and threatening to dismiss Dr. Ilan Pappe, yet the university has repeatedly made clear that it never attempted to dismiss him and his status is secure. 
Bar-Ilan University was accused of being “directly involved with the occupation of Palestinian territories” because it supervised 3 percent of the lecture courses at the College of Judea and Samaria in the West Bank, whose student body comprises Israeli Jews, Israeli Arabs, and Palestinians. Bar-Ilan’s connection with the college ended, however, when the last students from courses it had supervised graduated in August 2005. The AFI presented the AUT with the information on all three universities two weeks before the debate, but this did not help. 

The AUT Executive’s own motion
 calling for dialogue with both sides in the conflict was only passed in an amended form by the council, which removed the part referring to cooperation with Israeli universities. Blackwell and her colleagues also criticized the motion. Because of sloppy drafting, it called for contact with a nonexistent “Israeli Higher Education Union.” Although the AFI had also previously questioned the AUT about this problem, it proved to be a critical mistake as Blackwell used it against the executive during her speech in the debate. 

The executive supported both the motion to distribute proboycott literature and its own motion to pursue dialogue with both sides, apparently failing to see the contradiction. They had mistakenly expected both that Blackwell’s boycott motions would be rejected and that Israeli academics would want to maintain contact with the executive despite its support for distributing the literature. 

The AUT boycott was not aimed at building support for the Palestinians or opposing Israeli policy. While supporters of the AUT boycott may claim it was aimed at building support for the Palestinians or opposing Israeli policy, it appears the initiative was an attempt to delegitimize the right of Jews to self-determination. 
Although Blackwell has frequently stated that she is not anti-Semitic, she regards Israel as “illegitimate,”
 and her actions in support of motions that exclude from the threat of a boycott “conscientious Israeli academics and intellectuals opposed to their state’s colonial and racist policies” could be interpreted as anti-semitic and racist.

Once the boycott resolutions had been passed, the AUT told the membership that the Executive Committee of the Union would be issuing guidance to members.
 They did this in order to consider all their options before advising members that it was okay to boycott. This author believes that if a member put into practice the boycott motions, any such action could be in breach of UK legislation on equal opportunities and discrimination as well as their university regulations and their contract of employment. In practice, this might mean that both the academic and the AUT itself as a body may be breaking the law.
  
If the boycott had been confirmed at the second AUT meeting, there could have been serious financial consequences. The large numbers of American students attending UK institutions would have declined and many American donors to UK universities would have stopped their contributions. Indeed, UK-U.S. academic cooperation would also have been threatened.
 
International Reactions to the Boycott Call 

International reactions played a major part in overturning the motions. Among the most influential were the twenty-one Nobel Prize winners who wrote that: “mixing science with politics, and limiting academic freedom by boycotts, is wrong,”
 along with statements by nineteen Rhodes Scholars,
 the American Association of University Professors,
 the National Academy of Sciences (NAS),
 and the American Federation of Teachers.
 

Other reactions included calls for a counterboycott from both the Anti-Defamation League and Bar-Ilan University,
 and opposition to the boycott by left-wing Israeli academics such as David Newman and Baruch Kimmerling.
 There were also expressions of concern that a boycott call would affect the large number of joint UK-Israeli academic projects, though any boycott action, as mentioned, could contravene UK universities’ rules on equal opportunity and discrimination. 

Compared to the boycott call in 2002, the Israeli reaction was totally different. In the first instance, the response was a counterboycott petition organized by academics. Since it garnered fifteen thousand names
 compared to only one thousand on the Roses’ boycott petition, many Israelis believed their side had prevailed. This, however, was mistaken since the issue of boycotting Israel had now spread to universities all over the world. 
The success of the boycott campaign was not the number of actions that have succeeded but the fact that academics worldwide are now aware of it. The 2005 boycott campaign pushed the issue from the academic world into the public domain—so that everyone is now aware of it.

In the 2005 case, both Haifa and Hebrew universities threatened to take legal action against the AUT because of the false allegations,
 and Bar-Ilan’s Campaign for Academic Freedom published a letter in The Guardian stating that: “The open and free exchange of ideas are the foundation of civilization and without them there can be no true advancement of human knowledge.”
 The Hebrew University also signed a joint statement with Al-Quds University in East Jerusalem calling for academic cooperation.
 

Why Britain? 

Why has the boycott won so much support in Britain? To begin with, academics are more organized there than in the United States or Western Europe and the labor unions allow the activists, many of them left-wing, to decide policies. 

The role played by Britain’s labor unions and the TUC has been crucial to the success of the Palestinian lobby. The situation was different in the past.  Both the TUC and the Labour Party, which was established as the political wing of the labor union movement, were supportive of the establishment of a Jewish state from 1917 onward. The TUC and the unions continued to support both Israel and its own labor union movement, the Histadrut. 

By the time of the 1982 Lebanon War, however, Palestinian activists within the British unions had sufficient support and influence to pass the first-ever motions at both the TUC and Labour Party conferences condemning Israel—specifically for its invasion of Lebanon—and recognizing Palestinian rights to self-determination. Reasons for the change included the power, particularly, of the Communist Party within the labor union movement at that time, a strategic miscalculation by the Histadrut to move their European office from London to Brussels, and Anglo-Jewry’s failure to be proactive in defending Israel especially when it came to maintaining links with labor unions. More generally, labor unions have traditionally been powerful in Britain

Other reasons why the boycott has so much support in Britain include the identification of Israel with Britain’s colonial past, specifically the Balfour Declaration; leftist support for the Palestinians, which began during the 1960s and was complete by the time of the Lebanon War in 1982; an atmosphere of severe criticism of Israel including demonization, double standards, and the implicit denial of its right to defend itself;
 condemnation of Israeli actions by groups such as the Jews for Justice for Palestinians
 and of course, Judeophobia. This atmosphere of acceptability in Britain from 2002 onward helped ensure that there was no anti-Semitic outcry when the boycott motions were announced.
 Could It Have Started Elsewhere? 

Could the boycott attempt have been launched elsewhere, such as in France or the United States? In France there was support for the first boycott call in 2002 and several universities passed boycott motions. However, there was active opposition by Jewish academics, and the French are more cautious than the British about taking actions that can be interpreted as anti-Semitic. In the United States, the Jewish community is well organized and responds forcefully to anti-Israeli actions. In addition, the labor unions are supportive of Israel. 

UK Jewry, however, has been marked by its passivity. It failed to respond to the Palestinian solidarity campaign in Britain brought on by the first Lebanon War and ignored the trend of growing labor union support for the Palestinians and declining sympathy for Israel. Only in the past three years has the community again started to build ties with the unions. 

Traditionally, UK Jewry has not wanted to be identified as an ethnic immigrant community, but instead as part of the establishment. In contrast, recent immigrant groups such as the Muslims and the Hindus have sought to maintain their distinct profiles. Indeed, for the past 120 years, UK Jewry’s attitude has been to play by the rules, for fear of a possible upsurge in anti-Semitism. Nor has the community used the “Jewish vote” to defend its interests, not even formerly when it was the largest ethnic group in the country. Hence, the Board of Deputies and other leaders often take a low-key, behind-the-scenes approach that is consistent with English reserve. 

Jewish Students and Anti-Semitism

Anti-Semitic activity at Britain’s universities over the past ten years has mainly been directed at Jewish students. Since the start of the Second Intifada, not only have leaflets, posters, and literature demonizing Israel been distributed on campus, but Jewish students have been physically attacked and abused. During 2002-2003, there was a coordinated campaign at UK universities to link the rights of Jewish students on campus to their support for Israel.  

In February 2003, the president of Universities UK, the umbrella organization representing UK universities, wrote to the vice-chancellors of the British universities urging them to be vigilant against the rise in anti-Semitism, stating: “We believe . . . strongly that discrimination based on nationality, race, religion or other grounds is wrong.”
 In 2005, Universities UK published guidelines for dealing with extremist and intolerant behaviour on campus.
 Universities have a positive duty under the law to deal with that sort of behaviour and promote good race relations. This, however, does not always happen and university authorities and staff generally lack understanding about the dangers of anti-Semitism. 
Many consider SOAS to be the most hostile campus in Britain toward Jewish students. In 2003, the SOAS student union passed a “Zionism Is Racism” resolution that is still official union policy.
 Events at SOAS in 2005 included a speaker referring to the burning down of synagogues as a “rational act,” articles in the student newspaper supporting suicide bombings 
 , and the SOAS student union telling the SOAS Jewish society that it was not allowed to invite an Israeli-embassy representative to speak at SOAS since this contravened union policy. The ban was lifted only after the union was advised of the legal consequences of maintaining it.
 In reaction, the BOD compiled documentation of alleged instances of anti-Semitic behavior that it presented to the SOAS authorities in April 2005.
 
The 2006 NATFHE Boycott Call
Whereas the 2005 AUT boycott attempt was the work of a determined minority, both the executive of NATFHE and successive conferences over the past ten years have been highly critical of Israel and its policies.
 At its 2005 conference, NATFHE debated and almost unanimously passed a motion that related to the failed AUT boycott. Part of the original motion stated that: “to criticize Israel policy or institutions is not anti-Semitic, and  anti-Zionism is not anti-Semitism.” The phrase “anti-Zionism is not anti-Semitism” was deleted before the debate began on the basis of legal advice 
, but there is little doubt that had the phrase been allowed, the motion would have passed with overwhelming support. Following the debate, the NATFHE general secretary clarified the meaning of “Israel policy” as referring to Israeli government policy and admitted that some criticism of Israeli government policy clearly can be anti-Semitic.
 

Many NATFHE members, then, were obviously willing to pass a motion that would have effectively barred Jewish and Israeli students and academics from support against the most common form of discrimination they face. That the offending phrase was only removed because of legal advice
 did not attest to the union’s sensitivity and understanding of discrimination. Many conference delegates, especially those on the Left, appeared reluctant to accept that using demonization and double standards against Israel is anti-Semitic. 

A year later on 29 May 2006, the NATFHE conference passed with a 106-71 majority a boycott resolution that criticized “Israeli apartheid policies, including construction of the exclusion wall, and discriminatory educational practices.” It invited members to “consider the appropriateness of a boycott of those that do not publicly dissociate themselves from such policies.”

During the debate, NATFHE general secretary Paul Mackney opposed “the occupation of Palestine” but said boycotts could not be built on conference rhetoric especially as there had been no consultation with the membership.

In 2005, he had warned that the union must consult with the membership over this issue.

The NATFHE executive was determined to conduct the debate by overruling several constitutional challenges. The union’s own regulations outlaw discrimination on the grounds of religion, ethnicity, and nationality, yet this was not considered sufficient reason to rule the motion out of order. The delegates congratulated themselves that they had stood firm in the face of outside pressure from concerned academic bodies such as the NAS in America, a petition initiated by the International Advisory Board for Academic Freedom (based at Bar-Ilan University) and Scholars for Peace in the Middle East with fifteen thousand names, and sixty-five thousand emails that had been received by the union’s officers.
 British government critics of the motion included Foreign Office minister Lord Triesman and Higher Education Minister Bill Rammell. The latter argued that: “We can best encourage both Israel and the Palestinians to take steps needed to progress through close engagement.”

The merger of the AUT and NATFHE to form the University and College Union (UCU) on 1 June 2006 provided the drafters of the motion with an opportunity to push through the resolution purely on political grounds, calculating that as the policy would only be in force for three days there would be no time to reverse it or mount any legal challenge. However, the UCU confirmed on 10 June that the NATFHE motion had lapsed and that the UCU has no policy to encourage a boycott of Israeli academics or institutions.
 

In the NATFHE case, the positive publicity that the boycotters craved was not achieved as several major British papers failed to report the boycott resolution and many editorials condemned both NATFHE and the resolution.

 Future Developments 

Although both the AUT and NATFHE boycott motions were overturned, their promoters have succeeded overall in generating publicity that has gone beyond academia to the public at large. The rhetoric and demonization continue unabated so that many Jewish academics and students feel isolated and intimidated. In response to complaints about traditional right-wing anti-Semitism, the labor unions will offer support and solidarity. Complaining about left-wing anti-Semitism, however, is almost impossible because they do not recognize it as such, and is likely to prompt charges of attempting to silence critics of Israel. There are also the “silent” boycotters
  who secretly discriminate against Israeli academics by refusing to work with them, attend conferences with them, or review their work. 

This time UK Jewry reacted more assertively, among other things setting up the CGAF. Indeed, the AUT boycott was a defining moment for the community, which seems to have been influenced by Israeli and American responses. The leadership realized that it could no longer treat the problem as solely a British one, as has been the case for over 350 years.
 Battles of this nature can no longer be fought by individual communities; instead they require a coordinated, international, Diaspora-Israeli effort. As for the divestment campaign of Israeli and some related securities—a similar international problem—time will tell whether Jewry has learned the lessons of the AUT boycott attempt. 
The academic boycott of Israel is one part of an eight point programme to delegitimize the state of Israel which was launched in 2001 at Durban at the UN conference on Racism.
 Their long-term aims are the boycott of Israel followed by divestment and the Palestinian right of return. 
The UK unions, now amalgamated in the UCU, appear to have learned that they can no longer use phrases like “anti-Zionism is not anti-Semitism,” which, as noted, was deleted from the NATFHE conference motion based on legal advice. Any future actions by the UCU must be consistent with discrimination laws and employment contracts; otherwise its assets may be at risk. Academics must also uphold the requirements of their own institution’s antidiscrimination policies, and its employment and equality laws.  
The levels of anti-Semitism toward Jewish students and academics at Britain’s universities, as well as future boycott and divestment activity, depend on the outcome of Israeli-Palestinian conflict. There have also been further calls by Palestinian groups in 2005 and 2006
 for a cultural and academic boycott of Israel. The academic boycott is just one part of the worldwide campaign of boycotts, divestments, and sanctions that pro-Palestinian groups are waging against Israel throughout the Western world. The outlook is, therefore, uncertain but not particularly optimistic. In 2004 and 2005
 Britain experienced record numbers of anti-Semitic incidents.
Future boycott attempts will require that academics and Jewish communities throughout the world, including Israel, organize and work together to counter the anti-Israeli atmosphere on campus. The campaign against an academic boycott of Israel is now led by Engage, the AFI, International Advisory Board for Academic Freedom based at Bar-Ilan University, and two American groups, Scholars for Peace in the Middle East as well as International Academic Friends of Israel. 
Much will also depend on how seriously the UCU and university administrations take the “Report of the All-Parliamentary Inquiry into Antisemitism.”
 The inquiry concluded that calls to boycott contact with academics working in Israel are an assault on academic freedom and intellectual exchange. The report thus recommended that pro-democracy lecturers in the UCU be given every support to combat such selective boycotts and urged the UCU’s executive and leadership to oppose the boycott. The coming months will be critical for both sides in the struggle over academic freedom within the new union. 

The Israeli academic community has evolved into one of the most accomplished and creative on the international scene. One consequence is the burgeoning interaction between UK and Israeli academics; over one-third of UK universities now have joint programs or links with Israeli institutions. This reality further underlines the importance of defeating any future boycott attempts.




2007 Postscript

The inaugural congress of the UCU was held in Bournemouth at the end of May 2007. As well as passing the AUT guidelines on how and when to apply future boycotts, delegates also approved by 158 votes to 99 against motion 30 on the boycott of Israeli Academic institutions.
 This instructed the UCU to circulate a Palestinian boycott call to all its local branches, support a speaking tour by Palestinian academics presumably supporting a boycott, encourage members to “consider the moral implications of links with Israeli academic institutions” and to campaign for a “moratorium on research and cultural collaborations with Israel via EU and European Science Foundation funding.” The motion also stated that “criticism of Israel cannot be construed as anti-Semitic.”

By distributing the Palestinian Campaign for an Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel (PACBI), the UCU will be party to the PACBI call for the dismantling of the State of Israel which clearly states that Israel created the Palestinian refugee problem and demands their right to return as well as claiming Israel is an apartheid state.

The response from the media both in Britain and abroad was to denounce this boycott call.  It has also been condemned by the Russell Group of leading UK universities, several Presidents of US and Canadian Universities as well as leading members of the British Government.
 The UCU has decided to organize a series of regional meetings in the autumn of 2007 for its 120,000 members to discus the boycott resolution and has asked the General Secretary to present a report of the consultation process and meetings to the 2008 Congress.

The real significance of the UCU’s decision is that the battleground is now the Trade Union movement not only in the UK but worldwide. In April 2007 the British Journalists Trade union [NUJ] voted to boycott Israeli goods. This decision was overturned by the NUJ’s national executive committee which on July 8 "resolved to take no further action' over the boycott call".
  In June, UNISON, the UK's largest trade union, representing over 1.3 million members working in the public sector, private contractors and the utilities voted at its annual conference in Brighton on 20 June by a majority of roughly 4-1, to support the campaign to boycott Israel. The following week the Transport and General workers union [T&G] voted at its conference to boycott Israeli goods.

When coupled with the recent Canadian and South African Unions boycott calls the message is clear: Single out one country, one conflict and set your advocacy at them. There is a real threat that the entire British Trade Union movement will be manipulated by an extreme Left wing minority set to de-legitimize the right of Jews to self-determination. 
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