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Mr. Chair,

Regarding the Castles of Mount Amel in Lebanon, Israel wishes to present the following comments to ensure that the relevant facts are brought before the Committee.

Allegations that the site is endangered because it is “presently under direct Israeli military occupation” are baseless.

It is the terrorist group Hezbollah who has endangered these castles. One may ask why during more than a decade no proposal was advanced to recognize it as a site in danger. During this period, it was Hezbollah, with Iranian support, that transformed these 12th Century Crusader Castles into terrorist compounds. For example, in the case of Beaufort, Hezbollah dug a massive network of terror tunnels directly beneath this ancient site, and used it to launch hundreds of rockets, missiles and UAVs at Israeli civilians. These findings are documented and public. By so doing – it turned the site into a military objective under the law of armed conflict.

In order to protect its citizens from Hezbollah’s military use, Israel took control of the site only after its military use had been conclusively established, while minimizing damage to the site to the extent possible. Israel reiterates its commitment to the protection of cultural heritage. The Israel Defense Forces take feasible precautions, consistent with applicable international law, to protect civilians and cultural property during armed conflict.

Finally, I would like to remind this committee, Israel and Lebanon have recently signed a historic framework agreement and are engaged in peace talks, under the United States’ leadership. Our goal is to achieve peace and normalization with Lebanon, and this is possible. The condition for this is security on our border and for our citizens. The path to this is ending the Iranian occupation of Lebanon by Hezbollah.
