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If demography is destiny, as Auguste Comte tells us, then economics must be current,
pinching reality. The Israel-Gaza conflict is invigorating a global protest movement against
the state of Israel which is seeing various manifestations. From an economic standpoint,
Israel can be seen as vulnerable in terms of global supply lines, potentially at the mercy of
sanctions and complete isolation. Both imports and exports are of concern.

Israel, however, has been spared any toothy sanctions regime over its conduct in Gaza. If
anything, the Biden administration in Washington has been brightly enthusiastic in sending
more shells to the Israeli Defence Forces, despite Congressional reservations and some
grumbling within the Democratic Party. This has made such figures as Norwegian doctor
Mads Gilbert, who has a long-standing association with the health system in Gaza, wonder
why the wealthy states of the West exempt Israel from financial chastisement while
economically punishing other powers, such as Russia, without reservation. “Where are the
sanctions against the war crimes of Israel?” he asks. “Where are the sanctions against the
occupation of Palestine? Where are the sanctions against these abhorrent attacks on
civilian healthcare in Gaza?”

The retaliatory initiative has tended to be left to protests at the community level, typified by
the Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement created in 2005. The war in Gaza,
however, has resulted in a broader efflorescence of interest. Israeli companies such as Elbit
Systems have become specific targets of international protest. On December 21, a global
coalition of groups under the umbrella of Progressive International took a day of action
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against the country’s largest arms company, drawing attention to the tentacular nature of
the enterprise in the US, UK, Europe, Brazil and Australia.

Restricting the docking of Israeli shipping at ports, notably from ZIM Integrated Shipping
Services, has also presented an opportunity to the protest movement. Actions have been
organised as far afield as Australia where “Block the Boat” measures have taken place.
During the early evening of November 8, several hundred protesters flocked to the entrance
of Melbourne’s international container terminal. On catching sight of a ZIM-branded
shipping container, the protestors staged a blockade lasting till the morning of the next day.
A similar action was repeated in Sydney on November 11, involving several hundred
protestors holding the line on the shores of Port Botany and delaying the arrival of a ZIM
vessel.

The assessments that followed the protest were mixed. Zacharias Szumer, writing in
Jacobin, admits that such blockades, on their own, “are unlikely to cause a major dint in
ZIM’s bottom line.” That said, he is confident enough to see it as part of a globalised effort
which “can cumulatively make a difference.”

Then came the sceptical voices who felt that these actions fell dramatically short of
substance and effect, a product of righteous, ineffectual tokenism. An anonymous
contribution to the New Socialist, purporting to be from one of the protestors, went so far as
to call the “Block the Boat” strategy misquided, since it never actually entailed blocking
vessels. The promotional materials for the events “indicated that the purpose was actually
to say somebody should ‘Block the Boats’, and to ‘call for’ a boycott - a message addressed
to ZIM and Albanese.” The writer, clearly agitated, also took issue with the choice of
locations (they “weren’t conducive to disruption”) and the “suspiciously rigid, and
convenient” timing of the rallies.

Short of these efforts, it is precisely the absence of responses at the highest levels that has
precipitated a more global reaction that is upending the order of things. Beyond the protests
of activists, community groups, and the more generally outraged come the more direct,
state-sponsored measures that have rattled financiers, the carriers and the operators. The
crisis in the Red Sea, for instance, where Yemen’s Iran-backed Houthi rebels (Ansar Allah),
are putting the brakes on international shipping, is the stellar example. While the measure
initially began on November 14 to target Israeli-affiliated merchant shipping, largescale
operators have not been spared. “Unlike previous piracy related events in the Red Sea/Gulf
of Aden this is a sophisticated military threat and requires a very sophisticated response,”
states a briefing note from Inchcape Shipping Services.

The disruptions are significant, given that 30 percent of all container ship traffic passes
through the Bab al-Mandab Strait off the coast of Yemen, the point where both the Red Sea
and Indian Ocean meet. The actions and threats by the Houthis have seen various oil and
gas companies reroute their tankers. Decisions are even being made to suspend shipping
through that route in favour of the safer, though costlier and longer route via the Cape of
Good Hope. Insurance premiums are also on the rise.

The Egyptians are also raising fees for those using the Suez Canal for the new year. In an
October announcement, the SCA promised an increase of between 5-15%, effective from
January 15, 2024. The measure is applicable to a fairly comprehensive list of vessel
categories, including crude oil tankers, petroleum product tankers, liquefied petroleum gas
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carriers, containerships and cruise ships.

On December 20, Malaysia, as if heeding the “Block the Boat” protests, announced that it
would be preventing lIsraeli-flagged cargo ships from docking at the country’s ports.
Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim announced the decision in a statement, with a
specific reference to ZIM.

“The Malaysian government decided to block and disallow the Israeli-based shipping
company ZIM from docking at any Malaysian port.” Such sanctions were “a response to
Israel’s actions that ignore basic humanitarian principles and violate international law
through the ongoing massacre and brutality against Palestinians.”

Malaysia also announced, in addition to barring ships using the Israeli flag from docking in
the country, the banning of “any ship on its way to Israel from loading cargo in Malaysian
ports.”

Blockade, barring, embargo, constriction - all these measures are familiar to the Israeli
security establishment as it seeks to strangle and pulverize the Gaza Strip. While closing
ports to Israeli shipping is modest in comparison to starving and strafing an entire
population, it is fittingly reciprocal and warranted. The Israel campaign against Gaza, and
Palestinians more generally, is no longer a local, contained affair.
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