A futile peace initiative
By Tariq Fatemi

REELING from serious setbacks on most foreign policy fronts, the Bush administration has undertaken a major effort to revive the Israeli-Palestinian peace process. Talk of the gambler’s last throw of the dice!

Having ridiculed the Clinton administration for having spent time and political capital on the Palestinian issue, the Bush administration decided to relegate it to the backburner, without even bothering to keep up the pretence of being an honest broker in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Even when Israel was destroying Palestinian infrastructure and engaging in targeted killing of Palestinian leaders, there was not a whimper of protest from Washington.However, with just a year left before the US goes to the polls, the administration has suddenly woken up to the need for a major initiative on the Middle East, with Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice spending considerable time in the region. The declared purpose is to bring the political leadership of the region to Washington for a peace conference, scheduled for the end of this month.

Ms Rice has held extensive talks with key figures, who, while supportive of it, have expressed their regret that this should have come so very late in the day. The Arabs have, therefore, pushed for specific timelines on issues that matter most to the Palestinians, namely: Jerusalem’s final status, the refugees’ right of return, eventual borders between the two states and security guarantees.

Foreign Minister Saud al Faisal pointed out that without a comprehensive exchange on these critical issues, “this conference will not have any objective and will turn into protracted negotiations”.

The Arab leaders are worried not only about this aspect, but also about the vagueness of the US plans to resolve questions that have long proven intractable. They also express the fear that the administration may be undertaking this mission for cosmetic purposes. Bruce Riedel, a senior Clinton aide and a key participant in the Camp David effort of 2000, is also concerned that Bush may not have the political capital ‘to advance the Arab-Israeli peace process’.

Israel’s agenda is far less ambitious. It simply wants the conference to consider joint declarations that refer to the core issues but that avoid any mention of the agreed principles of a solution. It wants no repeat of the Oslo accord that aimed at reconciliation between the two sides. The US, too, has limited objectives, hoping that this initiative will allow its Arab friends to claim that they did make a genuine effort to promote the Palestinian cause.

It was, however, not only the fear of failure or of upsetting the powerful pro-Israel lobbies in the US that made Bush avoid any involvement in the Palestinian issue. The reasons were far more profound.

To the ideological gurus of this administration, who were determined to brush aside all impediments in the achievement of their desire to transform the US into the world’s undisputed hegemonic power, Palestinian independence simply did not fit in their scheme of things. But to Washington’s disappointment, neither Israel’s targeted killings of Palestinian leaders nor its confinement of Yasser Arafat, resulted in the emergence of ‘quislings’.

Instead, Hamas, which was viewed as ‘extremist and terrorist’, gained in stature and credibility. Since then, the Fatah leadership has been encouraged to bypass the Hamas and, instead, work with the occupation forces.

Does the timing of the Rice initiative have something to do with Israel’s concern that the Hamas could actually gain wider support in the territories if they succeed in Gaza? This was articulated by the noted Israeli commentator, Shlomo Brom, who stated that “the operating assumption behind that policy (Ehud Olmert’s) is that if the Fatah administration becomes a success story and the Hamas turns out to be a failure, the Palestinian public will abandon Hamas and renew its support for Fatah”.

The fact that both Israeli and Palestinian leaders are weak and discredited is also a factor that does not lend itself to expectation of success from the conference. Abbas faces serious challenges from the Hamas, while Olmert has been under severe criticism since the disastrous Lebanon fiasco. He also faces multiple investigations for alleged corruption.

Both sides have made positive statements, with Olmert saying that if Israel fails to make peace with the current Palestinian leaders, it may not be able to do so with anyone. Ahmed Qureia, the chief Palestinian negotiator, was upbeat when he told the media that ‘there is trust building again’.

On ground, however, there is little evidence of change in Israel’s policies. It continues to seize more land in the West Bank, while continuing to build the massive separation wall barrier that takes in more of recognised Palestinian territory. While there were murmurs of protest from Ms Rice, these were more for the consumption of the regional media. Only this week, Olmert reiterated that Israel’s “security must precede the establishment of a Palestinian state”.

This may explain why the US is treading the issue cautiously, refusing to call its initiative a ‘meeting’, preferring ‘conference’. Ms Rice is also now trying to lower expectations. Even more significantly, Dick Cheney has not had one good word to say about the meeting. (Is he trying to discredit Condoleezza Rice whom he sees as a ‘moderate’?) And, Cheney’s soul mate, the Likud leader, Benjamin Netanyahu, has come out publicly against any talk of a Palestinian state.

But as in all things relating to the Middle East, the last word should go to Dr Henry Kissinger, the author of many an American blueprint for this critical region. He believes that Israeli thinking has been influenced by four new and growing dangers: “an altered security environment in which the principal threat is not so much the conventional wars of the past as terrorist attacks; the demographic challenge posed by the Palestinians; the existential threat of nuclear proliferation from Iran and an international environment that sees Israel increasingly as intransigent”. In his view, it is this last factor that has “caused a reordering of priorities in the Arab world” and created a “confluence of US, Arab, Israeli and European concerns”.

If Dr Kissinger sees the solution of the Palestinian problem on the basis of a ganging together of ‘moderate’ Sunni Arab states with the US and Israel in their avowed aim of destroying the Islamic regime, he is making a grave error. Such an approach may reinforce US hegemony over the resource-rich region, but it will neither resolve the Palestinian problem.

Peace will not come to the region by strategies that aim at denying the Palestinians their independence, a right that is recognised by the world and the major powers, including the US. Israel, too, will have to recognise that its tremendous military strength and its strategic linkages to the US may ensure its survival, but will not give it the peace and recognition that it craves.

