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THE Middle East peace talks begin in Washington today after a 20-month hiatus against a background which from the Israeli point of view couldn’t be better. 

The mid-term congressional polls are due in November, and there are indications that the Obama administration will not press Israel to extend the moratorium on new housing in the West Bank. 

The Palestinian and Israeli sides have been given a one-year limit in which to achieve the task set by President Barack Obama as defined by Secretary of State Hillary Clinton — they must solve “final-status issues”. 

Barring the question of settlements, one is hard put to decide what is not a “final-status” issue — the borders of a Palestinian state, the return of Palestinians to their homeland and the status of Jerusalem? Theoretically, an understanding could perhaps — perhaps — be reached on the other three issues, though one doubts if Israel has any compelling geopolitical reasons to yield. 

It is, however, Jerusalem on which it is difficult to see how the two sides can ever find a solution, given the diametrically opposite views they hold and the position the holy city has in their scheme of things.The UN partition plan, approved by the UN General Assembly (UNGA) on Nov 29, 1947, was rejected by such Arab states as were then UN members. From the benefit of hindsight it appears that the Arabs made a mistake by rejecting the UNGA’s resolution 181. 

How the two-thirds majority was secured in the UNGA, and how Haiti, the Philippines and some Latin American states were bullied into voting ‘yes’ for the resolution is another story. But its acceptance would have meant, first, the international recognition of the proposed Arab state in Palestine; two, Israel’s recognition of the Arab state, and, three, Jerusalem today would not be under Israeli control, for the UN plan called for putting Jerusalem under international supervision as corpus separatum. 

Fighting followed Britain’s withdrawal from Palestine on May 14, 1948, with Glubb Pasha’s Arab Legion, the only trained force on the Arab side, securing for Jordan’s King Abdullah the West Bank, including the Islamic holy sites in Jerusalem. Israel conquered the West Bank in 1967, and since then the holy city has been under Israeli occupation — for 43 years. 

The man leading the Israeli delegation is obviously the prime minister — Benjamin Netanyahu. Compared to him, Ariel Sharon of Sabra-Chatilla fame, now in limbo, must be considered a moderate. Finance minister in Sharon’s cabinet he led the revolt against Sharon’s so-called Gaza ‘disengagement’ plan in 2004, making Sharon quit Likud and form his own Kadima Party. It was also Netanyahu who wrecked the historic accord reached between Yasser Arafat and Yitzhak Rabin in 1993. Signed on Sept 13, the Declaration of Principles (DoP) provided for a phased Israeli withdrawal, leading to the emergence of a Palestinian state on April 13, 1999. 

Helped by Ehud Barak, who followed him as prime minister, Netanyahu had the DoP virtually renegotiated. 

Even the renegotiated treaties went up in smoke when Sharon became prime minister in 2001 and reoccupied Ramallah and other West Bank areas vacated by Israel and destroyed Moqaata, Arafat’s headquarters, brick by brick. 

Netanyahu has shown consistently he is utterly indifferent to what Obama feels or says about Palestine. The American president has repeatedly asked — ‘requested’ would be a better word — the Likud government to halt all settlement activity, a point he specially emphasised in his address to the Muslim world in June last year. 

However, in the series of meetings he had with America’s charismatic chief executive, Netanyahu has made it clear he has no intention of obliging Obama by putting a halt to settlement activity or extending the moratorium that ends on Sept 26. 

On a visit to the United States in April last for talks with Obama, Netanyahu chose the right forum — the American Israel Public Affairs Committee — to let Obama know how he views construction activity in the Arab part of the holy city and declared “Jerusalem is not a settlement”. 

In January this year, he humiliated George Mitchell, Obama’s Middle East envoy for the Middle East, when the latter was again on one of his pointless and destined-to-fail missions to plead with Israel to halt building new settlements and expanding the existing ones. 

In the news then were two settlements which Israel was building in the Arab part of Jerusalem. While Mitchell was still on Israeli soil, Netanyahu said of the two settlements in highly emotional tones, “Our message is clear. We are planning here, we will stay here, and we will build here. This place will be an inseparable part of the State of Israel till eternity.” 

How do Palestinians feel about Jerusalem, which now settlers from Poland and Ukraine call their ‘eternal capital’? We have to go back to Camp David in July 2000. The trilateral summit talks failed, because the American team, led by Bill Clinton — and including such confirmed Israel lobbyists as Dennis Ross, Madeleine Albright and Martin Indyk — acted virtually as an Israeli delegation and wanted Arafat to sign off Jerusalem. 

They bullied Arafat, and Clinton shouted at him, alternating between “persuasive rhetoric and strong body language; at one point he grasped Arafat’s arms, while pressing his forehead against Arafat’s”. The Palestinian icon then uttered these memorable words, “The Palestinian leader who will give up Jerusalem has not yet been born. I will not betray my people or the trust they’ve placed in me. Don’t look to me to legitimise occupation” (Clayton E. Swisher, The Truth about Camp David) — p 384-5. 

With this divergence of views, it is simply absurd to expect that Netanyahu and President Mahmoud Abbas will settle the “final status” issues in a year — except on Israeli terms. Israel has no intention of quitting the occupied territories, and the Americans know this. The talks are held for Israel to gain as much time as possible so that it could keep building new settlements and thus alter the demographic character of the West Bank.

