UK government faces mounting calls to halt arms sales to Israel amid Gaza crisis
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UK Faces Growing Pressure Over Arms Sales to Israel Amid Gaza Conflict
As the situation in Gaza escalates, the new Labour government, under Sir Keir Starmer's leadership, is under increasing scrutiny and criticism for its potential complicity in war crimes by continuing arms sales to Israel. This alarming forecast was articulated by Independent MP Shockat Adam during a parliamentary debate, where he urged the government to recognise the ongoing ethnic cleansing and halt all military cooperation with Israel. 
In a stark escalation of its military operations, Israel has recently approved plans for further incursions into Gaza, exacerbating an already dire humanitarian crisis. Reports indicate that the offensive has resulted in over 52,000 Palestinian deaths, with women and children bearing the brunt of the tragedy. Meanwhile, the Israeli government’s intentions to seize control of Gaza further complicate an already beleaguered situation, displacing vulnerable populations while monopolising aid distribution with the help of private security forces.
The UK's historical involvement in arms sales is facing renewed condemnation. Last September, then-Foreign Secretary David Lammy announced the suspension of around 30 arms export licences to Israel, driven by concerns that these might contribute to serious violations of international humanitarian law. However, the continuation of exports—particularly components used in F-35 fighter jets—has sparked serious concern, given their deployment in airstrikes against Gaza. While the government insists that sales of F-35 parts specifically destined for Israel are suspended, it remains questionable how components without a defined destination could still be justified.
During a question session, Adam called out the Prime Minister directly, highlighting the incendiary remarks from the Israeli finance minister, who pledged to "entirely destroy" Gaza and displace Palestinians further. Starmer's response was tepid, downplaying the gravity of the situation while focusing on the need for increased humanitarian aid. “Our focus is on delivering peace for Palestinians and Israelis," Starmer stated, but his administration's inability to take a decisive stance only compounds the problem.
The UK government reportedly granted 108 licences for military and non-military goods to Israel between October 7, 2023, and May 31, 2024. Yet, it consistently denies military equipment to the Palestinian Authority, revealing a troubling double standard in its foreign policy approach that must be addressed. 
In parallel developments, a Palestinian NGO, Al-Haq, plans to challenge the UK legally over the exportation of F-35 parts, arguing that these might contravene international humanitarian law given the extensive civilian casualties. The UK government acknowledges the risks but claims that supplying these components is vital for maintaining international peace and security.
The Labour government’s approach to arms sales to Israel is a tightrope walk, reflecting a diplomatic shift from prior policies that unconditionally supported Israel. Starmer's administration appears to be reacting to public pressure, striving to realign British foreign policy with international law while failing to meet the ethical governance standards expected by the public.
Polls indicate that a significant 58% of the public demand a complete halt to arms sales, yet the government hesitates, caught between complex international relations and the need for ethical accountability. Critics argue that symbolic gestures like suspending some arms sales are utterly inadequate in addressing the profound human rights violations at play.
The growing backlash against UK military engagement with Israel, combined with heightened activism from pro-Palestinian groups, signals a crucial moment for potential reconfiguration of British foreign policy. As calls for accountability and ethical governance intensify, it remains to be seen whether the Labour government will respond decisively or continue down a troubling path that risks complicity in war crimes.
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