
 

1  

 



 

2  

Table of Contents 

 

 

Introduction…………………………………………………………………………….  3 

Violation of the Sanctity of the Palestinian Body…………………………………….. 4 

   Firstly: Why Does the Occupation Retain the Bodies of Martyrs?.......................... 5 

   Secondly: Numbered Cemeteries…………………………………………………....  8 

   Thirdly: Does Israel Steal the Organs of Martyrs?.................................................... 9 

   Fourthly: The Israeli Skin Bank……………………………………….……………16 

   Fifthly: Record Levels of Kidney Donations in Israel…….………………………..17 

   Sixthly: Humanitarian Dimension of Domination over the Palestinian Body….…18 

   Seventhly: Legal Characterization………………………………….………………19 

   Eighthly: Subsequent Acts of the Crime….………………………………………...21 

   Ninthly: Individual Criminal Responsibility and Command Responsibility…….22 

Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………...23 

Recommendations……………………………………………………………………..23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3  

Introduction 

Human beings have heard of many prisons and have read countless stories and accounts 

woven within their walls. Yet nowhere has one heard of, or read about, official prisons 

designated for the detention of the dead, except here, and only here, in Palestine. It is in 

Palestine that bodies are imprisoned, where the Israeli occupation has transformed 

morgues and the so-called Cemeteries of Numbers into prisons for martyrs and a form of 

collective punishment inflicted upon the living after their death. 

These are martyrs whom death itself did not pain, but whose continued detention wounds 

the living who await their return. It also wounds a state that continues to fear them even 

in death, dreads their influence even from beneath the soil, and thus punishes them and 

their families after death. Their bodies are withheld and incarcerated in what are known 

as the Cemeteries of Numbers or in refrigerated morgues. 

This report addresses one of the gravest and most heinous humanitarian, ethical, religious, 

and legal crimes openly committed by the Israeli occupying power against the bodies of 

Palestinian martyrs. 
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Violation of the Sanctity of the Palestinian Body 

For many decades the Palestinian people have lived under a colonial system based on 

military occupation and the domination of the body the land and memory. If the Israeli 

killing apparatus has stripped Palestinians of their right to life it has not stopped there but 

has extended its hand to plunder their dignity after death by withholding the bodies of 

martyrs mutilating them and denying their families the right to bid them farewell. 

Since 1967 Israel has begun withholding the bodies of Palestinians who are killed by its 

army police or settlers. This policy was later suspended in 2008 only to be reinstated as a 

punitive measure against Palestinians by a decision of the Israeli government dated 13 

October 2015. In 2020 the Israeli Security Cabinet issued a decision mandating the 

withholding of the body of every Palestinian regardless of political affiliation to be used 

as a bargaining chip in any future exchange with factions in Gaza. This policy has 

constituted a tool of revenge and political extortion. 

The Israeli occupying authorities continue to withhold the bodies of Palestinian martyrs 

through a systematic policy employed as a means of deterrence and collective punishment. 

Palestinians persist in their determination to recover the bodies of their sons regardless of 

the passage of time or the cost involved. They engage in numerous legal battles to that 

end and repeatedly renew their demands upon the Palestinian Authority and the resistance 

factions to ensure that the bodies of their relatives are included in any future prisoner 

exchange agreements or political negotiations. They have succeeded in recovering 

hundreds of martyrs’ bodies on several occasions. 

On 27 August 2008 the Jerusalem Legal Aid and Human Rights Center in partnership 

with the Amin Media Network launched the National Campaign for the Recovery of 

Withheld Martyrs’ Bodies and the Disclosure of the Fate of the Missing. The campaign 

later evolved with the participation of other official and civil society institutions. The date 

of its launch was adopted as a national day for the recovery of withheld bodies and is 

commemorated annually. 

In May 2023 a popular Palestinian campaign titled We Want Our Children was launched 

as part of the ongoing Palestinian efforts to recover the bodies of martyrs withheld by the 

Israeli occupation authorities in order to enable their families to rebury them with dignity 
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in accordance with their cultural traditions and religious beliefs in designated cemeteries 

and known graves. 

According to the National Campaign for the Recovery of Martyrs’ Bodies and the 

Disclosure of the Fate of the Missing at that time the Israeli occupation was withholding 

735 Palestinian bodies including 67 children and 10 women. 

The campaign has also documented that since the beginning of 2025 the occupation has 

withheld an additional 479 bodies including 86 detainees and 67 children reflecting a clear 

escalation in this policy during the year 2025. 

Firstly: Why Does the Occupation Retain the Bodies of Martyrs? 

The question that immediately arises is why does the occupation retain the bodies of 

martyrs. Over decades of conflict the issue of withholding the bodies of Palestinian 

martyrs and prisoners by the Israeli occupation authorities and delaying their release has 

emerged as one of the most painful and sensitive matters fueling public anger and 

deepening the suffering of their families. 

The Israeli authorities are fully aware of the significance of burial in Islam and that 

honoring the deceased requires the prompt burial of the body in a known grave within 

designated cemeteries in accordance with religious traditions following ritual washing 

shrouding and funeral prayer. None of these rites can be performed when a body is 

withheld causing profound pain to families and compounding their grief. In some cases 

families are unable to acknowledge the martyrdom of their sons and others refrain from 

holding mourning gatherings until the body is returned. 

From this perspective it is believed that the occupation seeks to achieve the following 

objectives through the retention of the bodies of Palestinian and Arab martyrs. 

First: retaliation against the martyrs for acts of resistance that inflicted harm and pain upon 

the occupation and its soldiers prior to their death. 

Second: deterrence of others and the prevention of resistance actions against the 

occupying power. The occupation recognizes the status and sanctity of martyrs and 

understands how they become enduring icons of the Palestinian struggle serving as fuel 

for successive generations of resistance. For this reason it avoids confronting mourners 

and fears that funerals may turn into occasions for honoring martyrs and reaffirming the 
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commitment to follow in their footsteps. The occupation fears the martyrs even in death 

and dreads their ability to inspire and incite both immediate and future resistance. 

Third: collective punishment imposed on their families relatives and loved ones with the 

aim of exacerbating their suffering and deterring them. This is at times accompanied by 

acts of abuse house demolitions arrests and the forcible displacement of family members 

from their places of residence. 

Fourth: the use of the bodies of martyrs as a means of pressure and blackmail in dealings 

with families or with the factions to which they belonged and at times as a bargaining chip 

in any anticipated future negotiations. This is confirmed by official Israeli statements that 

consistently call for retaining the bodies of Palestinian and Arab martyrs as hostages and 

leverage to be preserved for future negotiations should an Israeli soldier be killed and his 

body captured or within the framework of forthcoming political negotiations. 

This has occurred on several occasions in which Israel released hundreds of bodies as part 

of political negotiations with the Palestinian Authority or within prisoner exchange 

agreements with the Lebanese organization Hezbollah. However for example the bodies 

of the martyrs Muhammad Azmi Farawneh and Hamed al Rantisi who were killed during 

their participation in the Dispersed Illusion operation in which the Israeli soldier Gilad 

Shalit was captured were not released. In the 2011 prisoner exchange deal Israel 

conditioned the release of Shalit on the return of the two martyrs’ bodies. Shalit was 

released as part of that agreement yet the occupying power continues to refuse to release 

the bodies of the two martyrs and retains them along with hundreds of others. 

Fifth: concealing the evidence of the occupation’s grave crimes committed during the 

killing of these martyrs and the mutilation of their bodies and preventing the possibility 

of conducting international investigations. 

 

Sixth: the removal of any evidence that could substantiate the widespread allegations of 

the involvement of the occupying state as many believe in the theft of the organs of 

martyrs. To this end the bodies are withheld for prolonged periods allowing them to 

decompose over time so that traces of such crimes disappear. 

In the 1970s the first Cemeteries of Numbers emerged. These are secret burial sites where 

Palestinian bodies are interred without names with only a metal number placed on the 

grave. Some of these cemeteries such as the Bridge of the Daughters of Jacob cemetery 
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the Tiberias countryside and the northern Jordan Valley remain closed to this day and 

contain hundreds of bodies in deteriorating unidentified graves. The bodies withheld in 

the Cemeteries of Numbers and in morgues belong to Palestinian and Arab martyrs both 

male and female who fell at different times across widely separated years and under 

varying circumstances. Some were martyred in the 1970s while others were killed more 

recently. 

The withholding of bodies is not limited to those who participated in armed resistance or 

carried out high profile attacks such as the martyr Dalal al Mughrabi whose body has been 

withheld for more than forty years nor is it confined to the remains of those who carried 

out suicide operations. Rather it also includes bodies of martyrs who were deliberately 

killed by occupation forces or summarily executed after being detained or arrested. There 

are also nine withheld bodies belonging to prisoners who died inside Israeli prisons as a 

result of torture medical neglect and slow killing. The occupation authorities refuse to 

release them having not only detained them alive but continuing to detain their bodies 

after death. 

The earliest of these is the prisoner Anis Mahmoud Dawla aged thirty six from Qalqilya 

who was martyred inside Ashkelon Prison on 31 August 1980. The remaining eight 

prisoners are Aziz Musa Oweisat aged fifty three from Jerusalem who died in 2018 Fares 

Ahmad Baroud aged fifty one from Gaza Nassar Majed Taqatqa aged thirty one from 

Bethlehem and Bassam Amin al Sayeh aged forty six from Nablus all of whom died in 

2019 Saadi Khalil al Gharabli aged seventy five from Gaza and Kamal Najib Abu Waer 

aged forty six from Jenin both of whom died in 2020 the martyr prisoner Sami Abed al 

Amour aged thirty nine from Gaza who died in 2021 and most recently Dawood 

Muhammad al Zubaidi aged forty from Jenin who died on 15 May 2022. 

In addition there are hundreds of others whose traces have been lost and whose fate 

remains unknown. Many Palestinian and Arab families have previously submitted 

numerous complaints regarding the disappearance of their sons as if the earth had split 

open and swallowed them. Meanwhile the occupying state continues to deny their 

presence alive in its secret prisons and refuses to acknowledge them as deceased in the 

Cemeteries of Numbers. They are thus classified as the missing. 
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Secondly: Numbered Cemeteries 

What are the Numbered Cemeteries? 

“Numbered Cemeteries” is a term associated with the records of the names of martyrs 

whose bodies are being withheld by the Israeli occupation. They are secret cemeteries 

located within closed military zones under the authority of the Ministry of “Defense.” 

Access to them or photographing them is prohibited, and the families of the victims, 

representatives of international organizations, and media outlets are not permitted to visit 

them. 

These numbered cemeteries consist of simple burial sites marked by numbers affixed to 

metal plates corroded by rust. Each grave bears a plate displaying a number rather than 

the name of the martyr. For every number, the Israeli security authorities retain a specific 

file pertaining to the individual whose body is buried in the grave; hence the designation 

“Numbered Cemeteries.” 

In these cemeteries, bodies were buried in a degrading manner, close to the surface of the 

ground, without any concrete lining. More than one martyr was often placed in a single 

pit. Some graves have completely disappeared as a result of floods and rainwater that 

swept away their contents, scattering remains and exposing them on the surface of the 

ground. Subsequently, Israeli media outlets revealed—by chance in the mid-1990s—the 

existence of some of these cemeteries, which had remained shrouded in secrecy for many 

years. These include: 

1. The Numbered Cemetery adjacent to the Banat Ya‘qub Bridge, located in a 

military zone at the junction of the Israeli–Syrian–Lebanese borders. Some sources 

indicate that it contains approximately 500 graves of Palestinian and Lebanese 

martyrs, most of whom were killed during the 1982 war and thereafter. 

2. The Numbered Cemetery located in the closed military zone between the city 

of Jericho and the Damiya Bridge in the Jordan Valley. It is surrounded by a 

wall with an iron gate above which a large sign is suspended bearing the Hebrew 

inscription: “Cemetery for Enemy Casualties.” It contains more than one hundred 

graves, marked with numbers ranging from 5003 to 5107. It is likely that these 

numbers are sequential identifiers corresponding to graves in other cemeteries. 

3. The Ravidiyah Cemetery, located in the Jordan Valley. 

4. The Shihita Cemetery, located in the village of Wadi al-Hamam, north of the city 

of Tiberias, situated between Mount Arbel and Lake Tiberias. Most of the bodies 

in this cemetery belong to martyrs of the battles in the Jordan Valley region during 
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the period 1965–1975. In the northern section of this cemetery, approximately 30 

graves are aligned in two long rows, with around 20 graves scattered in the center. 

What is particularly distressing is that these cemeteries consist of shallow sandy 

graves, making them vulnerable to erosion, causing bodies to surface and become 

exposed to scavenging by stray dogs and wild animals. 

 Since 2015, Israel has begun to withhold the bodies of martyrs in refrigerated units as 

part of a systematic policy. The Israeli authorities keep the bodies of Palestinians at 

temperatures below freezing sometimes reaching less than 40 degrees Celsius in order to 

preserve them without interference. This practice is alleged to facilitate the theft of 

additional organs or their use in experiments and studies conducted by Israeli medical 

schools. According to the families of the martyrs and the official report published by the 

Palestinian Ministry of Information on 18 April 2022, the Israeli occupation is holding the 

bodies of 104 martyrs in refrigerators and 256 martyrs in numbered cemeteries in addition 

to retaining the bodies of 13 martyrs since the beginning of the year 2022. 

More dangerous and more painful than this is the occupation’s theft of organs from the 

bodies of the martyrs it detains including the theft of their skin. 

This crime which combines death plunder and abuse constitutes a systematic policy 

practiced by the Israeli occupation since the beginning of its occupation of Palestine. 

 

Thirdly: Does Israel Steal the Organs of Martyrs? 

This raises the question: does Israel steal the organs of martyrs? 

The belief among Palestinians, as well as among many Arabs, has been increasingly 

reinforced day after day that the organs of a number of martyrs have been removed, after 

which they were buried in the numbered cemeteries in order to conceal the traces of the 

crime. There are genuine fears that additional organs may be taken from other martyrs 

whose bodies are still being withheld by the occupation. 

The first documented indications of this crime emerged from within the Israeli Institute 

of Forensic Medicine “Abu Kabir” in Tel Aviv. In the mid-1990s, testimonies began to 

surface regarding the removal and theft of organs from the bodies of Palestinians, without 

the knowledge of their families, following military confrontations in the West Bank and 

Gaza. 
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This coincided with Israeli, Swedish, and international reports. Notably, the Swedish 

newspaper Aftonbladet, in its issue dated 19 August 2009, raised the issue of the theft of 

martyrs’ organs, most prominently through an investigation by Swedish journalist Donald 

Boström entitled “Our Sons Are Plundered for Their Organs.” In this investigation, 

young Palestinian men from Hebron and Jenin recount how the bodies of their relatives 

were returned days after being detained during confrontations with the occupation, 

bearing unusual surgical incisions. This report triggered a global outcry regarding the theft 

of organs from Palestinian martyrs. 

These allegations have not been categorically denied by the Israeli government to this day. 

Israeli occupation forces have been accused of killing Palestinian civilians for the purpose 

of harvesting their internal organs, benefiting from them unlawfully, and trafficking them 

as part of an international network. 

Weeks later, an audio interview recorded in the year two thousand was published, in which 

Professor Yehuda Hiss, a specialist in pathology and director of the Forensic Medicine 

Institute in Abu Kabir, spoke about the activities that took place at the institute. Hiss spoke 

for approximately one hour about the surgical procedures he performed on corpses that 

were brought in for examination, which he had concealed from the public, during which 

organs were stolen. 

The story sparked a political storm, as Israel accused the newspaper of incitement and 

anti-Semitism. Professor Yehuda Hiss admitted that the institute had retained organs from 

the corpses of fighters, civilians, and even Israelis without the consent of their relatives, 

for scientific purposes, including vital organs, heart valves, bones, corneas, and human 

skin. Hiss stated during the interview that the eyelids of the corpses were glued to prevent 

the detection of cornea removal. 

Hiss’s statement, which the Israeli government attempted to downplay, represented the 

first official acknowledgment that the practices of organ removal and theft had indeed 

occurred within Israeli medical institutions since the nineteen nineties, and possibly much 

earlier, with such thefts carried out in extreme secrecy. Hiss was dismissed from the 

directorship of the Abu Kabir Institute in two thousand four due to violations in the use 

of organs, but the charges against him were ultimately dropped. 

Subsequently, the American network CNN published an investigative report in early 

September two thousand nine, revealing new information indicating that Israel is 

considered the largest global center for human organ trade. 



 

11  

Relatives of some of the deceased had recounted in separate statements, upon receiving 

the bodies, that they observed corpses stitched in a manner suggesting that they had been 

dissected, and it appeared that some organs had been removed from within. Some relatives 

clearly observed the disappearance of certain organs when receiving the bodies and were 

forced to bury them under strictly controlled conditions. 

After the Second Intifada, Israeli forensic doctor Meirav Weiss revealed in her book On 

Their Dead Bodies that organs taken from Palestinian corpses were used in medical 

research at medical schools in Israeli universities and were transplanted into the bodies of 

Jewish Israeli patients over periods of time without the knowledge or consent of their 

families. 

Weiss, an Israeli anthropologist, stated in her book: During my time at the Abu Kabir 

Forensic Institute in Tel Aviv conducting scientific research during the period nineteen 

ninety-six to two thousand two, I observed how organs were stolen, particularly from 

Palestinians. At the institute, I witnessed them taking organs from a Palestinian body while 

not taking organs from soldiers. They took corneas, skin, and heart valves, noting at the 

same time that non-professional individuals would not notice the absence of these organs 

because they would place a plastic substitute where the corneas were removed and would 

take skin from the back in a way that the family would not see. 

After Meira Weiss disclosed what she had seen behind these closed doors, the Israeli 

occupation claimed that it had ceased taking organs from Palestinian martyrs. However, 

its insistence on prohibiting autopsies before returning the retained bodies raises many 

questions for their families, since the occupation has never respected the sanctity of the 

living to respect the sanctity of the dead. 

The Israeli Ministry of Health sent a written response stating that such practices occurred 

in the past, and that today organs are taken according to the law and with prior consent. 

The question that arises, however, is what consent the Ministry refers to, whether from 

the families, the court, or another authority. 

In August two thousand fourteen, the New York Times conducted an analysis of major 

organ trafficking cases since the year two thousand, stating that Israelis played a 

disproportionate role in organ trafficking and that organ transplant intermediaries in Israel 

received large sums of money. 
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According to an investigation published by Haaretz in two thousand eighteen, Israel is 

one of the centers for the global illegal trade in human organs, and Israel’s involvement 

in the organ trade industry has increased over the past two decades. 

 

During that period, several organ trafficking networks in Israel were exposed, but the issue 

was never formally addressed. In a two thousand three trial of members of an Israeli 

network involved in illegal organ trade, the court expressed its rejection of the 

prosecution’s attempt to convict the traffickers on various charges, ranging from 

document forgery to violations of the Autopsy and Pathology Law. 

Historically, Israel has sought to legalize its violations against martyrs by creating 

justifications allowing the retention of martyrs’ bodies and the theft of their organs. In two 

thousand nineteen, the Israeli Supreme Court issued a ruling permitting the military 

commander to retain Palestinian martyrs’ bodies and temporarily bury them for the 

purpose of using them as leverage in future negotiations. 

In late two thousand twenty-one, a policy of not returning the bodies of individuals who 

carried out militant attacks was approved by Benny Gantz, the Israeli Minister of Defense, 

enabling the Knesset to exploit the situation and push for legislation granting the Israeli 

police authority to retain martyrs’ bodies. 

In the following years, Palestinian authorities and Palestinian human rights organizations, 

including the Palestinian Center for Human Rights and the Center for Solidarity, reported 

that Palestinian corpses returned by Israeli authorities bore signs of suspicious autopsies, 

raising concerns about organ theft and their use in medical laboratories at Israeli 

universities. 

In November two thousand fifteen, the Palestinian Ambassador to the United Nations, 

Riyad Mansour, sent a letter to the then Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, accusing Israel 

of stealing organs from Palestinians killed in clashes with Israeli forces in the occupied 

territories. Mansour wrote in the letter that medical examinations conducted on the bodies 

returned after being killed by the occupying forces revealed that they were missing organs. 

Several years earlier, former Palestinian Prime Minister Salam Fayyad revealed that the 

Israeli occupation army forced the families of martyrs to bury them at night. During the 

First Intifada, martyrs’ bodies were returned to their families under the condition that the 

burial occur at night in the presence of a large military force, and families were not 
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allowed to inspect the bodies. Families did not know what they were burying, and the 

burial process was coercive, with occupation forces seizing organs, including skin and 

other tissues. 

Former Palestinian Prime Minister Mohammad Shtayyeh, in July two thousand twenty-

two, accused Israel of using retained martyrs’ bodies in medical laboratories at Israeli 

universities. Shtayyeh called upon international universities to boycott Israeli universities 

involved in retaining corpses and urged pressure on the Israeli government to cease 

violating martyrs’ bodies and to immediately release all retained corpses. 

An example of this is the martyr Mohammad Abu Al-Nasr, who was killed in Gaza in the 

year nineteen eighty-nine. The occupation authorities retained his body, and after efforts 

and pressure from the Red Cross to deliver the corpse, it was returned two years after 

being retained. The family was shocked to find that the coffin contained part of a horse’s 

body. The family revealed what had happened to the media and public opinion, prompting 

the Red Cross to intervene again to return the body. On the second attempt, the family 

received the body of another person with the head separated from the torso. The family 

was able to determine that the corpse was not Mohammad’s by the number of bullets 

present in the remaining parts of his foot. After further attempts and delays, the body was 

finally returned, and all the events were documented by the Red Cross. 

During the extermination war in Gaza, human rights reports and various investigations 

confirmed that Palestinian corpses returned from occupation detention centers were 

covered with surgical threads extending from the neck to the lower abdomen, showing 

evidence of internal organ removal and replacement with plastic bags inside the cavities. 

According to testimonies of doctors and official and Palestinian human rights sources, 

Israeli thefts from these corpses included tissues, corneas, retina, and other vital organs 

such as the heart, liver, kidneys, and skin. The crime of organ theft is not new for the 

occupation, although it reached its peak during the most recent war. 

During the latest Israeli aggression on the Gaza Strip from October two thousand twenty-

three to October two thousand twenty-five, war crimes escalated to unprecedented levels. 

In November two thousand twenty-three, Palestinian and human rights organizations 

reported that the occupation transferred dozens of corpses from hospitals in the northern 

Gaza Strip to unknown locations. Cases of families receiving incomplete bodies were 

documented, and the organizations called for the establishment of an international 

investigative committee regarding possible organ theft. 
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Additionally, reports from doctors in Gaza who conducted rapid examinations of some 

bodies after their release found evidence of organ theft, including missing cochleae, 

corneas, and other vital organs such as the liver, kidneys, and heart. 

 On December twenty-six, two thousand twenty-three, the Gaza Government Media 

Office accused Israel of stealing organs from eighty Palestinian corpses from the northern 

Gaza Strip and called for the establishment of an independent international investigative 

committee. 

These incidents and accusations recurred throughout the extermination war on Gaza. On 

April twenty-fifth, two thousand twenty-four, the Gaza Civil Defense reported suspicions 

that some victims in three mass graves discovered at Nasser Hospital were subjected to 

organ theft following the withdrawal of the Israeli army on April seventh. 

During a press conference, the Director of Supply and Equipment at the Gaza Civil 

Defense, Mohammad Al-Mughir, presented a video showing some corpses of mass grave 

victims, which bore signs of torture and were bound with plastic restraints. Al-Mughir 

stated that Gaza Civil Defense teams found some corpses with tied hands, abdomens 

opened and stitched in a manner inconsistent with conventional wound closure practices 

in Gaza, raising suspicions of the disappearance of human organs. 

In the week between October thirteenth and sixteenth, two thousand twenty-five, the 

occupation authorities, through the International Committee of the Red Cross, handed 

over one hundred and twenty Palestinian martyrs’ bodies in exchange for four Israeli 

bodies as part of a swap. 

However, the handover revealed a humanitarian catastrophe and compelling evidence of 

torture and organ theft. According to a statement from the Gaza Government Media Office 

dated October sixteenth, two thousand twenty-five, medical examinations showed 

evidence of strangulation with ropes around the necks, close-range gunshot wounds, hands 

and feet bound with plastic restraints, and corpses crushed under tank treads. 

The Director General of Hospitals in Gaza, Dr. Munir Al-Bursh, confirmed that numerous 

bodies were found to have had vital organs removed (heart, liver, kidneys, corneas) and 

were stuffed with white cotton to conceal the traces of extraction, which raises suspicions 

of large-scale human organ theft . 

 



 

15  

A doctor at Nasser Medical Complex stated: “The bodies arrived stuffed with cotton, and 

there were voids in certain parts of the body suggesting the removal of internal organs. It 

is difficult to describe what we witnessed in terms of the violation of the sanctity of the 

deceased ”. 

 

Following the cessation of hostilities, the program “The Story Continues” aired on Al 

Jazeera on November 4, 2025, presenting exclusive images of new Palestinian bodies 

returned by the occupation authorities, showing precise stitching marks on the head and 

chest, indicating internal organ removal . 

 

The program hosted physicians who confirmed that these marks could not have resulted 

from wartime injuries, but rather indicate full post-mortem dissection with the purpose of 

organ extraction. Dr. Ghassan Abu Sitta, a Palestinian physician and President of the 

University of Glasgow in Scotland, after reviewing and analyzing the images, stated : 

The first indication is that all organs removed from the bodies were organs that can now 

be routinely transplanted, including the heart, lungs, liver, kidneys, and corneas . 

The second indication is the method of extraction: the ribcage and ribs were cut with a 

sharp surgical bone saw, and the sternum and the central portion of the ribs were lifted to 

enable the removal of the heart and lungs without causing any damage to the organs being 

extracted . 

The third indication is that there were no other injuries observed on the examined bodies 

that could suggest an alternative cause of death, such as war-related injuries, amputations, 

or blast injuries . 

The fourth indication is that all bodies showed signs of burns caused by liquid nitrogen 

used for tissue preservation . 

The fifth indication is that there was no damage to any of the organs that were left in the 

body; the extraction was carried out surgically by an experienced surgeon . 

The final indication is that the victims had been detained while alive . 
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Dr. Ghassan further denied that these procedures were the result of medical surgeries 

performed on the victims due to illness while in detention, emphasizing that this is evident 

from the method of sternum removal, the selective preservation of non-transplantable 

organs, and the removal of organs suitable for transplantation worldwide. He described 

these acts as an “organized plundering of Palestinian corpses . 

On November 5, 2025, the tenth batch of Palestinian martyrs’ bodies, who had been held 

by the Israeli occupation, arrived at Nasser Medical Complex in the southern Gaza Strip. 

The batch consisted of 15 martyrs, as part of a body exchange agreement between the 

Palestinian side and the Israeli occupation. 

Among the relatives of the martyrs is Manal Abdel Aal, a Palestinian mother who lost 

multiple sons in the war and still has surviving children in Gaza. She stated: 

“My children go to see the bodies; I cannot prevent them. I do not want my children to 

see their brothers in this condition. I want to preserve their last appearance in our memory 

while they were smiling, not stuffed with cotton and stripped of their organs.” 

Her words reflect the shock experienced by Palestinians upon seeing the bodies of their 

children returned to them, mutilated and deprived of dignity, after months of detention 

under unknown circumstances. 

These incidents constitute not only a violation of international humanitarian law but also 

a moral crime against humanity, affecting the most sacred aspect of a human being: their 

dignity after death. 

 

Fourthly: The Israeli Skin Bank 

In a television investigation that sparked widespread controversy worldwide in 2014, the 

director of the Israeli Skin Bank revealed that the occupation state’s reserve of “human 

skin” had reached 170 square meters at that time—a staggering figure given the number 

of Israeli donors and the year of its establishment. 

This reserve of human skin is considered illogical, given that Israel ranks third in terms of 

citizen refusal to donate organs, largely due to Jewish religious beliefs. 
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According to reports, the Israeli Skin Bank is the largest in the world, surpassing the U.S. 

Skin Bank, which was established 40 years earlier, despite Israel’s population being far 

smaller than that of the United States. 

The idea of establishing the Israeli Skin Bank originated after the October 1973 War (Yom 

Kippur War), when the occupation state decided it was necessary to treat its soldiers who 

were injured by burns during combat on all Arab fronts. 

The establishment of the bank was delayed for several years due to Israeli disputes over 

the religious permissibility of the project. However, the Chief Rabbinate ultimately 

declared the project legitimate, and it was established in 1985 to treat burns among Israeli 

soldiers—using, according to reports, the skin of Palestinians. 

 

 Fifthly: Israeli Record in Kidney Donation 

How did the occupation suddenly become the largest kidney donor? 

This is an ethical question that numbers alone cannot answer, nor can it be silenced by 

celebrations. 

Today, the occupation celebrates setting a Guinness World Record, presenting itself to the 

world as a model of humanitarian progress in “organ donation.” More than a thousand 

living kidney donors participated in a group photograph in Jerusalem to commemorate 

reaching approximately 2,000 transplant operations, according to the Matnat Chaim 

organization. However, this achievement coincides with renewed Palestinian controversy 

following statements from Palestinian officials questioning the sources of these organs, 

amid reports of Palestinian bodies previously returned missing internal organs. 

According to the organization, the number of kidney transplants from living donors 

conducted through its programs has reached 2,030, surpassing the previous record set in 

2018 in the United States, which documented 410 donors. 

It should be noted that, according to the World Observatory on Donation and 

Transplantation, which is referenced by the World Health Organization, Israel was 

previously ranked 28th globally in living donor organ transplantation. By 2026, it had 

risen to first place worldwide. 
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The Director General of the Ministry of Health in the Gaza Strip, Dr. Munir Al-Bursh, 

raised questions regarding the sources of the numbers announced by the Israeli side 

regarding kidney donations. He stated: 

“The numbers alone do not answer the fundamental question… Where did this enormous 

number of kidneys come from?” 

He was referring to documented testimonies regarding Palestinian bodies returned to Gaza 

“missing organs and without autopsy reports.” 

In a post on X (formerly Twitter), Al-Bursh added: 

“We are not against organ donation… but we are against turning humanitarian values into 

a promotional facade and exploiting the Palestinian body, whether alive or deceased.” 

Bodies were detained for long periods and then returned to their families without kidneys, 

without autopsy reports, and without the right to question the circumstances. 

Sixthly: The Human Dimension of Control over the Palestinian Body 

Researchers such as Laleh Khalili (in her book Time in the Shadows, 2013) and the human 

rights organization Al-Haq (in the report The Politics of the Dead, 2019) argue that the 

policy of detaining bodies and stealing organs reflects the essence of the Israeli colonial 

project, which is based on comprehensive control over the Palestinian body, both in life 

and in death. 

Palestinians are besieged in life by barbed wire, walls, and detention, and after death, their 

bodies are held in refrigerators or numbered graves, stripping them of their corporeal 

integrity. 

These practices constitute not only legal violations but also a symbolic manifestation of 

colonial domination that denies Palestinians their humanity even after death. They 

represent an attempt to empty Palestinian death of its national and spiritual meaning, 

transforming the body into a spoils of war within the occupier’s laboratories. 
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Seventhly: Legal Characterization 

This legal characterization addresses the acts committed against the bodies of Palestinian 

martyrs, in particular the alleged removal of human organs, tampering with the bodies, 

and their detention, as acts criminalized under the Geneva Conventions and the Rome 

Statute. The analysis demonstrates that when such practices are carried out in the context 

of an international armed conflict and military occupation, and exhibit a widespread or 

systematic nature, they constitute war crimes and/or crimes against humanity, thereby 

giving rise to individual criminal responsibility and precluding impunity. 

Firstly: Characterization as Collective Punishment (Geneva Conventions) 

The detention of martyrs’ bodies constitutes a blatant violation of international 

humanitarian law, as the policy of detention and the imposition of restrictive and 

humiliating conditions on their relatives contravene numerous treaties, conventions, and 

international laws. Article 50 of the 1907 Hague Convention on the Laws and Customs of 

War explicitly prohibits the detention of bodies and the imposition of restrictive or 

humiliating conditions on relatives prior to returning the bodies, classifying such actions 

as “collective punishment,” which is also prohibited under Articles 15 and 17 of the 

Geneva Conventions. 

This policy further violates the First Geneva Convention and Article 27 of the Third 

Geneva Convention. Israel’s actions also constitute a gross breach under international law, 

including Article 130 of the Fourth Geneva Convention (1949), which prohibits willful 

killing and inhumane treatment, and Article 17 of the same Convention, which obliges the 

respectful handling and dignified burial of the dead. Additional protections are provided 

under Article 34 of the First Additional Protocol (1977), which mandates respect for the 

remains of the deceased, Customary International Law Rule 113 (International Committee 

of the Red Cross), and Article 8(2)(b)(xxi) of the Rome Statute (1998), which criminalizes 

mutilation of bodies and degrading treatment as a war crime. This framework is reinforced 

by United Nations Committee Against Torture resolutions. 

These provisions collectively affirm the deceased’s right to dignity and obligate the 

occupying power to return the bodies to their families, respect religious burial rites, protect 

gravesites, facilitate relatives’ access to the deceased, and take practical measures to 

ensure these obligations are implemented. 

These provisions further stipulate the necessity of preserving the dignity of the deceased 

and their graves, and of preventing any violation of the remains of persons who died as a 
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result of occupation, during detention arising from occupation, or in the course of 

hostilities. They emphasize the obligation to ensure the continuous protection and 

maintenance of these burial sites and require that parties to the conflict reach an agreement 

as promptly as possible, and whenever circumstances allow, to guarantee relatives’ access 

to graves and facilitate the return of bodies and personal effects, upon request of the 

deceased’s state or next of kin. 

Moreover, the detention of martyrs’ bodies and the refusal to return them to their families 

for dignified burial in accordance with their religious beliefs constitutes collective 

punishment, which is prohibited under international law. 

The policy of detaining bodies and refusing to acknowledge or disclose their whereabouts 

amounts to the crime of “enforced disappearance” as defined in the International 

Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance. It also 

contravenes customary humanitarian law norms governing the treatment of the dead in 

armed conflict, as well as Article 12, paragraph 2, of the United Nations Declaration on 

the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. 

 

Secondly: Legal Characterization as War Crimes (Article 8 of the Rome 

Statute) 

Material Element 

The material acts consist of: 

• The removal of human organs from the bodies of protected persons; 

• Mutilation or tampering with corpses after death; 

• The prolonged detention of bodies without any legal justification; 

• The obstruction of independent and impartial autopsies. 

These acts constitute grave violations of the Geneva Conventions, particularly regarding 

the obligation to respect the dead and to protect corpses from mutilation, desecration, or 

humiliation. 

Contextual Element 

The crime is committed within the context of: 

• An ongoing international armed conflict; 
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• Actual military occupation; 

• A causal link between the acts and the armed conflict. 

Mental Element 

The requisite criminal intent is established through: 

• Knowledge of the existence and nature of the armed conflict; 

• Awareness that the victims are protected persons; 

• Intent to commit the act or acceptance of its criminal consequences. 

Accordingly, these acts qualify as war crimes, as they violate the rules requiring the 

protection and respect of persons after death. 

Thirdly: Characterization as Crimes against Humanity (Article 7 of the Rome 

Statute) 

Widespread or Systematic Attack 

These crimes fall within: 

• A general policy or systematic practice; 

• The large-scale detention of bodies; 

• Coupled with the prevention of accountability and independent investigation. 

Acts Constituting the Crime 

The theft of organs can be characterized as: 

• Other inhumane acts causing severe suffering or serious injury to human dignity; 

• Persecution, when directed against a specific national, ethnic, or cultural group 

(the Palestinian people); 

• Subsequent enforced disappearance, through the detention of bodies and the 

concealment of their fate or tampering with them. 

Mental Element 

The mental element is established by the perpetrators’ knowledge that: 

• Their acts are part of a widespread or systematic attack; 

• The acts are discriminatory or punitive in nature. 
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Accordingly, the theft of organs, if proven within this context, rises to the level of 

crimes against humanity. 

Fourthly: Post-Crime Conduct 

These acts include: 

• The refusal to hand over bodies; 

• The imposition of coercive conditions on the victims’ relatives; 

• The denial of independent medical examination; 

• The manipulation or destruction of evidence. 

These acts constitute: 

• Reinforcing indications of the commission of the original crime; 

• Evidence of criminal intent; 

• Supportive elements for command and supervisory responsibility. 

 

Fifthly: Individual Criminal Responsibility and Command Responsibility 

In this context, the following considerations arise: 

• Individual criminal responsibility of any person who participated in, facilitated, or 

ordered the acts; 

• Responsibility of leaders and superiors when it is established that they were aware 

of, or negligent in preventing or punishing, such acts; 

• Extension of responsibility to relevant military, medical, and administrative 

levels. 
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Conclusion 

The policy of detaining bodies violates the fundamental rights of the deceased and their 

families and constitutes inhumane and unethical conduct, representing a blatant assault on 

all human, religious, and moral values. It constitutes behavior contrary to all international 

norms and conventions and a clear violation of international law. 

Field testimonies, human rights reports, and historical sources reveal that the Israeli 

occupation systematically practices the theft of organs and the detention of Palestinian 

martyrs’ bodies, in flagrant violation of all human and international norms. These acts are 

not merely war crimes but embody an occupation that seeks control over both life and 

death. 

The international community, if it still adheres to the values of justice and human dignity, 

is morally and legally obligated to take urgent action to establish an independent 

international commission of inquiry, hold Israeli leaders accountable before the 

International Criminal Court, and immediately end the policy of body detention. Respect 

for the human body after death is not solely a Palestinian issue; it is a true test of our 

collective humanity. 

 

Recommendations 

First: Recommendations to the Office of the Prosecutor of the International 

Criminal Court 

1. Initiate an Independent and Urgent Preliminary Examination 

Conduct a preliminary examination regarding alleged crimes involving the 

tampering with the bodies of Palestinian martyrs and the theft of their 

organs, as potential war crimes and/or crimes against humanity, in 

accordance with the Court’s subject-matter, temporal, and territorial 

jurisdiction. 

2. Incorporate the Organ Theft Cases within the Broader Context of Crimes 

Ensure that these acts are not treated as isolated incidents, but rather 

considered within the broader pattern of violations committed in the context 
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of the armed conflict and military occupation, including deliberate killings, 

detention of bodies, and the concealment or destruction of evidence. 

3. Activate the Principle of Command Responsibility 

Investigate the criminal responsibility of military and civilian leaders, 

chains of command, and all persons who issued, permitted, or tolerated 

such practices, based on actual or constructive knowledge. 

Second: Recommendations to the United Nations and Relevant Mechanisms 

4. Establish an Independent International Investigation Commission 

Establish a commission of inquiry or an international fact-finding mission 

with a clearly defined mandate, including the examination of detained 

bodies, policies governing their handling, and the extent of the occupying 

authorities’ compliance with international humanitarian law. 

5. Ensure Independent Forensic Examination 

Call for immediate access to conduct independent and impartial forensic 

examinations of bodies that have been returned or remain detained, in 

accordance with internationally recognized forensic standards. 

6. Include Violations in Periodic Reports 

Ensure that these crimes are explicitly reflected in the reports of Special 

Rapporteurs concerned with extrajudicial executions, torture, and human 

rights in the occupied Palestinian territories. 

 

Third: Recommendations to States Parties to the Rome Statute 

8. Activate Universal Jurisdiction 

o Urge States Parties to exercise their national jurisdiction to prosecute those 

responsible for these crimes whenever legal jurisdiction exists, irrespective 

of the perpetrators’ nationality. 

9. Ensure Full Judicial Cooperation with the ICC 
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o Ensure full cooperation with the International Criminal Court, including the 

execution of arrest warrants, sharing of information, and facilitating the 

access of investigative teams. 

 

Fourth: Recommendations Concerning the Rights of Victims and Their Families 

10. Guarantee the Right to Truth 

Ensure that the relatives of martyrs have the right to know the fate of their loved 

ones’ bodies, the causes of death, and any medical or autopsy interventions 

carried out without their knowledge or consent. 

11. Compensation and Reparations 

Include victims and their families in reparations programs, encompassing 

compensation, restitution, and guarantees of non-repetition. 

12. Psychological and Legal Support for Victims 

Provide legal, medical, and psychological support to the families of martyrs, 

recognizing them as direct victims of violations affecting human dignity and the 

sanctity of the deceased. 

 

Fifth: Preventive Measures and Guarantees of Non-Repetition 

13. Immediate Cessation of the Policy of Body Detention 

Call for an immediate end to the policy of detaining the bodies of Palestinian 

martyrs, as it constitutes an unlawful practice that facilitates the commission of 

subsequent crimes and the concealment of evidence. 

14. Implement Continuous International Oversight 

Establish an international monitoring mechanism over detention sites and military 

morgues to ensure compliance with international humanitarian law and recognized 

medical standards. 
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15. Accountability and No Impunity 

Emphasize that continued impunity encourages the repetition of these crimes, and 

that international accountability constitutes the primary safeguard for the 

protection of human dignity. 
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