America’s somersault 
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Secretary of State Hillary Clinton dashed all hopes in Abu Dhabi when she asked the Palestinian Authority to accept the plans currently under way for building more housing units for Jewish settlers in the West Bank, including Arab East Jerusalem. 

THE world must be shocked by the somersault staged by the US administration over the weekend on its policy on Jewish settlements. 
Five months ago, President Barack Obama had said categorically in his historic telecast to the Muslim world that he wanted a halt to all settlement activity in the occupied territory. On Saturday Secretary of State Hillary Clinton dashed these hopes in Abu Dhabi when she asked the Palestinian Authority to accept the plans currently under way for building more housing units for Jewish settlers in the West Bank, including Arab East Jerusalem. 

Shocked though the PA is by this turnabout, it has still not ruled out the possibility of a revival of the peace process. Nevertheless, Saeb Erekat, aide to President Mahmoud Abbas, correctly expressed the Palestinian people’s disappointment when he said of her demand, ‘This is a non-starter. And that’s why it is unlikely to restart negotiations.’ Ms Clinton herself downplayed the prospect of a breakthrough and said it would be a ‘process’.

We know it has always been a process, a long-drawn-out one, intended to obfuscate the issue and give time to Israel to ‘create facts’ – Menachim Begin’s words. Facts also show that nobody has tried to slow it down or torpedo it more than Israel and the US. The Declaration of Principles signed in September 1993, the subsequent changes in it at Israel’s behest by the Clinton administration at the Wye conference, the April 2003 road map and the Annapolis declaration in 2007 all fell by the wayside because what matters in the ultimate analysis is Israel’s approval or rejection – such is the hold of the Israel lobby on America’s domestic politics. 

The Obama administration may waver and dither, but Israel has been shamelessly consistent in its obduracy. At their very first press conference at the White House in May, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu refused to concede the point on settlements in President Obama’s presence, and later when George Mitchell, America’s special envoy, visited Israel he was told bluntly that settlement activity would continue. Ms Clinton’s performance in Abu Dhabi was in sharp contrast to her ‘charm offensive’ in Pakistan.

