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NEARLY four months have passed since Ariel Sharon, Israel’s former prime minister known for brutal ways to deal with the Palestinians, was stricken by a stroke. The country is, however, already well past into the post-Sharon era. What began as a caretaker’s role for Ehud Olmert, his protege, now demands stiff decisions from him on some of the most intractable issues of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

It seems that Israeli politics is still in the thrall of the Hamas victory in the recent Palestinian elections. Will it make a difference that Sharon will not be part of the new Israeli government? What will be Israel’s policy towards the hardline Islamist government already installed in Gaza? Is the PLO leadership still relevant for the Israelis to seek a settlement? Will there be a new Israeli strategy under the newly elected leadership of Israel or is this election just a change of faces with the same old plan?

The fact is that the victory of Hamas has brought the conflict of the past decades to a climax. The occupation continues. Arafat and his ministers have been accused of misuse of billions of dollars that they received as aid from various countries. Ehud Barak set up more and more settlements in the Palestinian territories. Then came the second intifada, and Ariel Sharon and with him the view that permanent borders can be achieved without pursuing negotiations with the Palestinians, all in the spirit of Golda Meir. Olmert is determined to carry on this legacy by unilaterally drawing Israel’s borders — a move which even the West is reluctant to endorse for the deadly consequences it entails.

Sharon announced in November 2005 his decision to quit the ruling Likud party to form a new centrist bloc, Kadima. Israeli voters took the political upheaval in their stride, immediately granting Kadima a commanding lead in the opinion polls. Dismissed by its rivals as a one-man party, Kadima survived the political demise of Sharon who, within 40 days of founding it, became incapacitated. That it has won the maximum number of seats, though not a majority, shows that the legacy of Sharon, known as butcher of Sabira and Shatilla, will continue to live for some time.

From the beginning of his career, Sharon was a man of ruthless and gratuitous violence. The waypoints of his career are all drenched in blood, from the massacre he directed at the village of Qibya in 1953, in which his men destroyed whole houses with their occupants, to his campaign in 1972 to expel Palestinians from Gaza in order to make room for Israeli settlements. His aim was to establish a Jewish state, as large as possible, free of non-Jews. In 1982, Sharon embarked on a devastating invasion of Lebanon, where his army facilitated the massacre of hundreds of Palestinians at the refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila, and in all about 20,000 people — almost all innocent civilians were killed. Extra-judicial assassinations, mass home demolitions, the construction of barriers and walls, illegal annexations and population transfers were his stock-in-trade.

It seems that Olmert, who along with his mentor left the Likud party last year, has been successful in turning their newly-formed party into a political movement. Olmert’s roadmap is, of course, the same as that of Sharon. He only states it openly and in detail. His plan aims at annexation of 58 per cent of the West Bank. What it leaves for the Palestinians, about 11 per cent of pre-1948 Palestine, is to be chopped up into isolated enclaves, cut off from the world. Olmert’s most popular promise — the winning formula — was “let’s fix the permanent borders of Israel unilaterally”. His formula is based o following principles : a Jewish state as large as possible, with as few Arabs as possible, with the annexation of the ‘settlement blocks’, Greater Jerusalem, unspecified ‘security zones’ and the Jordan valley.

Among the settlement blocks he mentions are Ariel, Modi’in Illit, Ma’aleh Adumim and Etzion. Surprisingly, that exactly matches the Wall-cum-Fence that is now being constructed and which confirms the allegation that the path of the fence was not shaped by security considerations, but by the annexation map. Yossi Beilin, the originator of the ‘settlement block’ idea, has already announced that his left-wing Meretz party will join the Olmert-led coalition. The average Israeli, it is believed, wants ‘peace without Arabs’ and Kadima represents exactly what most Israelis feel at this point in time. Kadima’s “unilateral” approach reflects this position precisely and that’s the secret of its success too.

Now that the Kadima has won the Israeli elections and will form a coalition government with Ehud Olmert as prime minister, it’s a matter of great concern — in fact a challenge for survival — for the Palestinians. It may be a new horizon for the Israelis, but for the Palestinians it means continuation of the status quo. However, the unilateral demarcation of boundaries, when it takes place, will signal a new, more difficult, phase of the Palestinians’ struggle.

There seems to be no end to the daily gunship attacks, killings, destruction of houses, gradual dispossession of land, continued denial of fundamental rights and statehood and the West conveniently ignores all these happenings for it is the political concerns — protection of Israel’s interests — which determine its human concerns.

Olmert has stated clearly that he won’t deal with Hamas unless it recognises the Jewish state, renounces violence and accepts existing interim peace deals. Isn’t it deja vu? In the 1970s and the 1980s, the Israeli government has declared that it would never negotiate with the PLO leaders as they were terrorists. However, in the end, after much bloodshed, Israel and the PLO recognized each other and the Oslo agreement was signed.

Now we are hearing the same voices again. The hawks in the Likud and the Labour party say that since Hamas has not yet renounced violence, negotiations with their regime are not possible. A common slogan in Israel today is “we have no partner for peace on the other side” meaning peace is not possible at this juncture. But does this mean the end of all diplomacy? Whatever happens, whoever governs Israel and the Palestinian Authority, the parties will be impelled by propinquity to interact on a range of issues including work permits, crossing points and water usage, among others. These de facto relationships might be shaped into some agreed international framework, in the process testing the parties’ willingness to discuss a truce.

Recently, Daniel Kurtzer, a former US ambassador to Israel and to Egypt, said there were probably two things on the minds of the US administration officials. One, ‘how to stabilise the situation, ensuring that the leadership that emerges in the post-Sharon era continues along the line Sharon has laid out’. The second, he said, was ‘laying down markers on the Arab side, not to take advantage of what they might perceive to be a period of instability in Israel.’ On January 16, on a visit to Ramallah, Spain’s Foreign Minister Miguel Angel Moratinos, a former EU envoy to the Middle East, suggested, that ‘EU would have to revise its policy in the event of a Hamas breakthrough at the elections. This is the voice of reason.’

Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas has signalled to the newly-elected Israeli leaders that he was ready to talk to them. But the question is are they ready too? Recently, Olmert has stated that he cannot base his policies on overtures from the moderate Palestinian leader when a Hamas-led cabinet was already in place. (It is interesting to note that the entire Hamas cabinet may find it difficult to meet as those in Gaza cannot come to West Bank and vice versa). While giving an interview to Israel’s biggest daily “Yediot Aharonot”, Olmert remarked, “Abbas failed in the biggest challenge he faced. As a result of his failure Hamas rose to a very influential position.”
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