PA cash flow issue


BEHIND the controversy surrounding the cash flow strategies now being devised, there is every possibility that the real issue in the Middle East could be lost sight of: the gut issue is the need for reviving the peace process and getting Israel to withdraw from the occupied territories so that a sovereign Palestinian state comes into being. The latest news is from Brussels, where the European Union leaders have endorsed a new plan to ensure cash flow into the West Bank and Gaza. The crisis which the EU is now trying to resolve is artificial. It should not have been there in the first place, because it is the EU, along with Israel and the US, which created this crisis with a view to thwarting the elected Hamas government. Instead of letting the Hamas regime settle down and watching the possible change that the assumption of power could cause in Hamas thinking, Israel, the US and the EU decided to cut off non-humanitarian assistance to the Palestinian Authority. The hope was that since the Hamas government would not be able to pay salaries to l65, 000 of its employees, there would be a popular backlash leading to the government’s collapse. But so far it has managed to survive, and there is no reason to believe that a movement that flourished underground and survived the hardships of persecution would simply vanish into thin air because money is not forthcoming.

To tide over the financial difficulties, Hamas is getting cash into the West Bank and Gaza. Israel is now reported to be thinking of closing the Rafah border so as to stop PA officials and Palestinian individuals from bringing cash into the territories. All this is designed to obfuscate the real issue and is reminiscent of the concerted drive made by Israel and the US to demand reforms in the PA and to ask Yasser Arafat to appoint a prime minister. However, the appointment of a prime minister and the reforms did nothing to advance the cause of peace, for Israel sabotaged the peace process by prevailing upon the Bush administration to accept its decision to retain some West Bank lands even after withdrawing from the territories. That is the position today. The roadmap, crafted by the US, EU, UN and Russia is dead, and further progress is not possible since Prime Minister Ehud Olmert refuses to negotiate with Hamas, insisting rightly that the latter must first accept Israel’s right to existence. Israel is also responsible for the new flare-up in Gaza, because its massacre of Palestinian picnickers last week forced Hamas to break the 16-month ceasefire with Israel. Israel has even threatened to murder Prime Minister Ismail Haniye.

While Israel has messed up the situation, Hamas and Fatah too have contributed to it. Fatah, it seems, has not yet reconciled itself to the loss of power and appears in no mood to let the Hamas government work. Hamas too has not behaved in a manner that could make one believe that it is seriously interested in running the PA on democratic lines and working out a modus vivendi with Fatah. Both factions should know that their bickering is hurting the Palestinian cause. It is true that Israel will not negotiate with the Hamas-led PA under any circumstances, no matter how tranquil and democratic the Palestinian scene, but at least the world would know which the intransigent party is.

