February 15, 2000

The President

The White House

Washington, DC 20500

Dear Mr. President:

I write you today to express my profound concern over events transpiring in Lebanon. Recent clashes between Hezbollah and Israeli forces have left seven Israeli soldiers and an unknown number of guerillas dead, and seriously jeopardized the prospects of negotiating a peace agreement between Israel and Syria. Moreover, I am both alarmed and outraged at recent moves against Lebanese civilians who are noncombatants in the Israeli-Hezbollah conflict.

Today, credible news sources have announced that Israeli Army Chief of Staff Lt. General Shaul Mofaz will recommend striking Lebanese villages suspected of harboring guerilla forces. Additionally, as you are aware, last week Israeli warplanes struck three power stations near Beirut, blacking out much of the country and injuring 17 innocent Lebanese citizens.

The strikes against the power stations are a clear violation of the 1996 Grapes of Wrath Understanding (a.k.a. April Understanding), which bans Israel and Hezbollah from attacking or launching attacks from civilian areas. Further attacks on Lebanese civilian targets by Israel, particularly on populated villages, would undoubtedly result in substantial civilian casualties.

In recent statements Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak has pledged to withdraw Israeli soldiers from Lebanon by July, either unilaterally or as part of an agreement with Syria. There is, in fact, a growing consensus among Israeli government officials and citizens that it is in their nation’s best interest to withdraw from Lebanon. There have been reports that members of his own cabinet and prominent members of the opposition Likud Party, such as Ariel Sharon, advocate an immediate withdrawal.

Mr. President, there is no compelling reason to justify a continued Israeli presence in Lebanon, and I believe it is time for Israel to withdraw from Lebanon unilaterally. While I understand Israel’s concern for its safety, a continued presence in Lebanon will only result in further bloodshed.

Israel has every right to retaliate against Hezbollah for the strikes that have left seven of its soldiers dead since January 25, 2000. Including civilian targets in these retaliatory strikes, however, is both indefensible and in violation of the Grapes of Wrath Understanding.

I would hope that the U.S. government would denounce all attacks on civilian targets and urge all parties to live up to the commitments agreed to in 1996. Mr. President, your sincere commitment to the peace process in the Middle East cannot be questioned and is deserving of the highest praise. I know we share a concern for all the people of the Middle East, and I am hopeful that the U.S. government will continue to work toward creating a lasting peace in this turbulent region.

With every good wish,

Sincerely yours,

John D. Dingell

Member of Congress

