RIYAD MANSOUR (OBSERVER OF PALESTINE):  Madam President -- Madam President, the international community is in agreement that the question of Palestine lies at the core of the Arab-Israeli conflict and that it has a direct and strong impact on the situation in the Middle East as a whole.  In fact, a just resolution of the question of Palestine holds the key to achievement of the comprehensive and lasting peace in the region.  

The situation in the Middle East, however, has other important aspects, which are the subject of great concern to the international community.  In our statement delivered yesterday under agenda item, question of Palestine, our Minister for Foreign Affairs underscored some of those issues.  I will, therefore, not repeat the points which have already been articulated.

Madam President, today I would like to highlight specific aspects related to the question of Palestine.  In our statement yesterday, we spoke of the catastrophic consequences of Israel's illegal policies and practices, particularly those which are aimed at seizing and colonizing more Palestinian land through Israel's unlawful construction of the wall and its expansion of its network of illegal colonial settlements in the occupied Palestinian territory, including East Jerusalem.

While such illegal policies and measures continue to harm the people and the land of Palestine, Israel's expansionist designs continue to have ever-more devastating consequences for East Jerusalem.

The issue of East Jerusalem lies at the heart of the question of Palestine and at the same time, it has central importance for the Arab region and for the Islamic and Christian worlds in general.  

Reaching an acceptable solution to the question of Jerusalem, one based on international legitimacy is therefore a prerequisite for solving the question of Palestine in its totality, as well as a requisite for establishing peace and stability in the region as a whole.

Despite countless United Nations resolutions, despite repeated calls by the international community, the occupying power has embarked on a crusade of relentless colonization in East Jerusalem.  Since 1967, Israel, in a systematic manner, has aimed to change the legal status, demographic composition, as well as the character of occupied East Jerusalem through the implementation of a comprehensive, indeed, integrative policy targeting the artificial creation of a Jewish majority in the city through the confiscation of land, the intensification of settlement construction, the transfer of settlers into the city, and most recently through the construction of the wall.

In turn, this policy has aimed at decreasing the presence of Palestinians in Jerusalem by making life ever-harsher for all of them by means and in all areas of life.

Madam President, in essence, such dangerous measures taken by the occupying power will effectively isolate the city from the West Bank.  It will do so by encircling East Jerusalem with its illegal settlements and its unlawful wall, thus threatening the possibility of territorial contiguity with the rest of the occupied Palestinian territory.  

Consequently, that will undermine the Palestinian position in any future negotiations regarding East Jerusalem.

It has become patently clear, as the Israeli historian Tom Segev stated, and I quote, "What is happening today in Jerusalem goes beyond securing needs and reflects the essence of the original Zionist dreams; maximum territory, minimum Arabs."  

It must be reiterated that all of the above mentioned actions by Israel have been committed in violation of the fourth Geneva Convention of 1949, the Hague regulations of 1907.  They are also in blatant defiance of relevant Security Council resolutions.  

In 27 of those resolutions, the Security Council affirmed the applicability of the convention to all the occupied territories, including East Jerusalem.  The Security Council repeatedly declared that all of the measures and arrangements taken by Israel, including the legislative and administrative ones aimed at changing the legal status of the city are null and void, and without any legal validity whatsoever.

On its part, the Palestinian side has reaffirmed that it will not accept the annulment of Palestinian and Arab rights in East Jerusalem and that despite all illegal Israeli actions intended to create a fait accompli in the city, that it affirms the right of the Palestinian people to have Arab East Jerusalem as the capital of the independent state of Palestine.

Madam President, on the issue of a nuclear-free zone in the Middle East, we continue to affirm the necessity for establishing a zone free of nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction in the Middle East in this regard.  Israel's insistence on possessing nuclear capabilities and its refusal to adhere to the non-proliferation treaty and place its nuclear facilities under the safeguards of the International Atomic Energy Agency puts the entire region in grave danger.  Such a position will undoubtedly lead to further complications in this sensitive area, including the possibility of the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction of all types in the region.  

It must be restated that peace cannot be achieved through military might.  Peace will never grow under the mentality of deterrence and military superiority.  

Madam President, it has always been our conviction that in order to reach a solution to the decades of injustice and suffering that the people of the Middle East have faced, we must revert to basics, which is a return to the rule of law, to the respect of human rights and international humanitarian law.  No country should be allowed to act as if it were above the law, as is the case of Israel.

The international community must not allow Israel to continue to trample on the rights of the Palestinian people.  The international community must compel Israel to comply with the principles set out in the charter of the United Nations, international law and international humanitarian law. 

Absent of this, the road to establishing peace and prosperity for all the peoples in the Middle East region will continue to remain a distant hope.  I thank you Madam President.

