UK faces legal challenge over continued F-35 parts exports to Israel amid Gaza conflict
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In a striking scene outside a London court, a man donned a satirical mask of Labour leader Keir Starmer, holding a replica of a MK-84 bomb. This powerful imagery epitomises the mounting tensions surrounding the UK government’s arms exports to Israel, especially in the wake of significant casualties stemming from the recent Gaza conflict. Human rights organisations, particularly the Global Legal Action Network and Al-Haq, have initiated a legal challenge against the government, asserting that its continued export of components for F-35 fighter jets to Israel violates international humanitarian law.
Despite a suspension of specific arms export licences to Israel last year due to accusations of humanitarian law breaches during military operations in Gaza, the UK has chosen to maintain exports of crucial F-35 parts. The government justifies this stance by citing broader international obligations and a commitment to NATO's security requirements. Officials assert that there is insufficient evidence of "actual knowledge" regarding potential violations arising from these exports. This rationale has been met with substantial scepticism from campaigners, who argue that the government's approach falls short of its obligations under the Geneva Conventions to protect civilian lives.
The implications of these arms trades have reverberated beyond the UK as well. In neighbouring Netherlands, a similar situation led to a court reviewing the legality of arms sales to Israel, following assertions by pro-Palestinian activists that these sales contravene the 1948 Genocide Convention. This legal scrutiny follows the International Criminal Court's issuance of arrest warrants against high-ranking Israeli officials over alleged war crimes in Gaza. The Dutch court's impending decision has heightened political tensions domestically, stirring debate among coalition partners about the moral and legal ramifications of such arms deals.
Documented reports cite over 43,800 fatalities since the conflict escalated in late 2023, a staggering figure that underscores the urgency of the human rights narrative in these legal battles. Al-Haq’s case against the UK, scheduled for a hearing early in 2025, aims to underscore the argument that indirect exports, such as F-35 parts delivered via the United States, do not absolve the UK of its complicity in potential war crimes.
Involving over 230 global civil society organisations, a concerted call has emerged for governments involved in the F-35 programme—comprising nations like Australia, Canada, and Italy—to halt all arms transfers to Israel. This widespread activism reflects the growing sentiment that such sales implicate participating nations in Israel’s military operations against Palestinians, further complicating the moral landscape of arms trade amid ongoing humanitarian crises.
The landscape of arms exports remains fraught with ethical challenges. On 20 September 2024, advocates made a compelling case to UK ministers, warning of potential personal liability for atrocity crimes currently alleged to be ongoing in the Occupied Palestinian Territory. They highlighted the implications of supplying F-35s, which have reportedly been used in airstrikes against densely populated regions, exacerbating civilian suffering in Gaza.
As legal challenges unfold, public sentiment and international scrutiny around arms sales to Israel are intensifying. Observers note that the UK government's decision to continue these exports poses significant questions about its commitment to international humanitarian principles and human rights, especially in light of the substantial civilian toll highlighted by multiple humanitarian agencies. 
The question now remains: will the legal and ethical pressures compel a reassessment of these arms agreements, and what precedents will be set for international arms trade in the context of ongoing conflict? 
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