Gaza war survivors want UN inquiry to explain Israeli strike
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Wael al-Samuni lost 29 relatives when Israel bombed his house in January and wants the UN mission that came to investigate Israel's Gaza offensive to tell him why.

"They killed our children, our relatives. They destroyed our houses. Why? We don't know," says the 35-year-old whose son, daughter and mother were among the victims of the January 5 attack, one of the deadliest of the 22-day war.

"We want to rebuild. As for the dead, may God watch over their souls," he says from a tent he calls home, filled with whatever belongings he could salvage.

The story of the Samuni family is one of the most heart-rending of the hundreds of tragic testimonies that emerged from the war and which are at the heart of a UN war crimes inquiry.

The Jewish state launched its massive onslaught on December 27 in response to persistent rocket fire from militants in Gaza. More than 1,400 Palestinians were killed in the war which wreaked havoc in the Palestinian enclave and also left 13 Israelis dead.

Thousands more Gazans were wounded in the onslaught, which a UN survey said left an estimated figure of more than 14,000 homes, 68 government buildings and 31 structures used by non-governmental groups damaged or destroyed.

The UN investigators are headed by Richard Goldstone, a former chief prosecutor at the International Criminal Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda. On Friday, they concluded a five-day fact-finding mission to Gaza.

The 15-member commission, which is expected to present its conclusions in August, met a number of Gaza residents, including the survivors of the strike on the Samuni family house.

The building, in the Zeitoun neighbourhood on the outskirts of Gaza City, was bombed after Israeli soldiers that had occupied the area early in January ordered residents to gather there, the family says.

"The soldiers told us to stay there ... We were around 70 people there," said 12-year-old Mumina al-Samuni, who lost his brother, sister and grandmother in the strike.

"The first shell struck at around six o'clock in the morning; the two others came in the minutes that followed," he recalls. "There was dust everywhere; we saw nothing. There were shouts and cries."

According to witnesses and human rights groups, the Israeli army did not allow rescue services and medics to reach the building for three days.

Israel has refused to cooperate with the UN probe, claiming it was based on a biased mandate and sought to tarnish the Jewish state's reputation.

The 47-member UN Human Rights Council voted by a large majority in January to set up the probe into accusations of "grave" human rights violations by Israel, but the team was later given a broader mandate to deal with "all violations" during the conflict.

Later this month, the UN team will hold public hearings about victims of the conflict both in Gaza and in Israel. The hearings will be held in the Gaza Strip and in Switzerland.

"We had hoped to have public hearings in Gaza, in southern Israel and in the West Bank but because of the refusal by Israel to cooperate with the mission, we are not able to fulfil that hope," said Goldstone.

During the Gaza fact-finding mission, the team visited 40 sites and spoke to some 70 witnesses and relatives of victims, several of them from the Samuni family.

Yaqub al-Samuni, 11, shows a deep chest wound he sustained on the fateful day when he lost his mother and four brothers.

For three days after the strike, he remained trapped in the house, wounded and surrounded by his dead relatives.

"I was scared. There was blood everywhere. I was injured but it didn't hurt. I fed my young brother Ahmad, who was also injured. We ate pasta and tomatoes, but we had no water."

Salah al-Samuni, 30, was also in the house that day, but escaped unscathed. He recalls how when he shouted at the soldiers that there were injured people inside, one of them yelled back in Arabic "go back to your dead!"

He says he wants the UN probe to show "why the Israelis did it?

"We want justice, for the perpetrators to pay for the actions and for the victims' right to be recognised."

"We were all civilians," he said. "For the injured children, something should be done. They need surgery, they need real medical treatment. There are no means here, and no-one cares about us."
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