Darker shadow over Palestine
By Tanvir Ahmad Khan

WATCHING the live telecast of Israeli prime minister, Ehud Olmert’s address to the joint houses of the Congress of the United States a few days ago, one could not but be impressed by the resonance produced by virtually every idea, every observation and every judgment that he offered to perhaps the most powerful legislators in the world today.

Here was an audience that had willingly suspended its critical detachedness and was emotionally and psychologically primed to applaud with great abandon every word spoken by Israel’s new leader.

The spectacle was a powerful reminder of the main argument in the memorable paper, The Israeli lobby and the U.S foreign policy published with considerable difficulty by two highly distinguished professors of the “realist” school, John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt in March this year. With painstaking care for details — end-notes running to full 40 pages — the respected academics documented “the unmatched power” of Israel’s lobby in the United States which assured American support even in those Israeli enterprises that did not serve the national interest of the United States. Washington, it recalled has vetoed 32 Security Council resolutions concerning Israel since 1982. It gives Israel “wide latitude” in dealing with the Palestinians to an extent that it becomes “complicit in the crimes perpetrated against the Palestinians”.

To evoke sympathy and support, Ehud Olmert used every trick in Israel’s repertoire from a tear-jerker narration of the personal tragedies of two Israeli victims of suicide bombings to Israel’s woes in not having a partner for peace amongst the Palestinians. What was completely missing from the scene was any hint of the fact that there is a vastly greater number of personal tragedies on the other side and that the peace that the Israeli prime minister was declaiming about was conditional on a further land grab.

This is his first visit to the United States after succeeding Ariel Sharon whose vision he hopes to translate into reality. He has been quick to remind his hosts that the annexation of land that he plans to carry out while implementing his unilateral disengagement and settlements’ convergence plan was implicit in President Bush’s letter to Sharon, written in 2004, which conceded that major settlements were “facts on the ground”. Sharon had rightly claimed that the United States would understand Israel’s refusal to give them up.

It is customary for a newly elected leader of Israel to go to Washington to renew the historical relationship and settle the parameters for continuing collaboration. The present visit by Ehud Olmert has taken place against the backdrop of synchronised decisions to bring about a virtual collapse of the Hamas administration in the Palestinian Authority through a relentless economic siege.

President Carter recently wrote that the people of Palestine were “being treated like animals with the presumption that they are guilty of some crime”. By imposing banking restrictions that make it very difficult for Arab nations to come to their rescue, Washington and Tel Aviv have ratcheted up the collective punishment of the Palestinians for having voted for Hamas. Their main crime was that they took the American declarations about democracy in the Middle East at their face value and held a universally acclaimed free election.

The two major issues on which Israel and the United States have coordinated thinking during this visit are the so-called convergence plan — the “in-gathering” of Israeli settlers into major settlements to be annexed permanently — and the policy towards Iran. There is a long history of Israel having successfully reduced the area available for a Palestinian state from forty four per cent originally mapped out by the United Nations when it created the Jewish state to no more than 20 per cent as and when the disengagement-cum-consolidation plan materialises. Ehud Olmert has won a conditional endorsement from President Bush; the only condition is probably a short and foredoomed period of negotiations with President Mahmoud Abbas.

There were some anxious diplomatic manoeuvres on the eve of Ehud Olmert’s visit to Washington. Since the plan will seal off the Jordan valley, King Abdullah wrote to President Bush to bring out the grave implications of Israel’s contemplated annexations. Anticipating President Bush’s “condition” about implementing Israel’s “bold idea”, as the American president described it, Shimon Peres and Israel’s foreign minister, Tzipi Livni held a brief meeting with Mamoud Abbas at the World Economic Forum at Sharm el-Sheikh.

The Egyptian foreign minister, Aboul Gheit used the same forum to re-focus attention on the Quartet’s roadmap gathering dust because of the US-backed Israeli reservations about it. The Israeli foreign minister made a vague reference to the continuing relevance of the roadmap and turned to the more important task of securing the American approval of the plan to determine the final borders of Israel unilaterally through an annexation of another vital chunk of the West Bank.

It is vital because the plan will sever the remaining Palestine into as many as four disconnected cantons and take Jerusalem out of the equation forever. When Ehud Olmert offers these cantons to Mahmoud Abbas in return for abandoning the Palestinian struggle altogether, he knows that his offer is a kiss of death to all hopes of a viable Arab state. The Palestinians will sign on to a life of perennial subordination to Israel.

Before he landed in Washington, Olmert told the CNN that Mahmoud Abbas was “powerless” to conduct any serious or responsible negotiations. This was the burden of his song in Washington too and when President Bush urged him to reach the final status with Mahmoud Abbas, not Hamas, Olmert had little difficulty in agreeing, subject to his unequivocal assertion that Israel could not wait indefinitely for an agreement with the Palestinians. Olmert’s cabinet ministers lost no time in limiting the search for this unequal agreement to the remainder of this year. So Ehud Olmert has positioned his Kadima government to nominally fulfil the condition of resuming a dialogue with Mahmoud Abbas and yet set the stage for the “in-gathering” of settlers in an enlarged and more secure Israel.

As in most summit level meetings, a broad agreement on shared strategic objectives would have existed between Tel Aviv and Washington even before Ehud Olmert boarded his plane. However, there was a revealing orchestration of the parley: Israel’s diffidence about obtaining full support from Bush, leaks that Washington had new ideas to put forward to revive the Middle East peace process, protestations of adherence to the roadmap.

Israel later put on a smart act of being pleasantly surprised at what has been described as more than expected “conditional support” and “de facto consent” for the plan to realign Israel’s border. The word realignment is used with studied non-chalance as if it would not permanently take away another eight per cent of the Palestinian land and irreversibly cripple the design of a contiguous and viable Palestinian state.

It is a moment of truth for the Arab-Islamic world not only because of a further shrinkage of the territories available for a two-state solution but also because of what the plan would do to Jerusalem. Sacred to Muslims, Christians and Jews alike, this great city faces complete judaisation. The integration of major Jewish colonies into its municipal perimeter and the growing pressure on the Arabs to sell and move out would deprive mankind of a great common heritage. A city that could be a symbol of inter-faith harmony would acquire an unmistakable racist character.

In November last year, the European Union’s diplomatic representatives in Jerusalem observed that Israel’s Jerusalem policy was reducing the possibility of reaching a final-status agreement on the city that any Palestinian could accept. Israel challenged the view that East Jerusalem was occupied territory and claimed full sovereignty over the whole of Jerusalem in total disregard of all UN resolutions. It is a triumph of the Jewish lobby that the United States did not reinforce the EU opinion and that EU ministers failed to follow it up with any significant diplomacy.

One of the more notable achievements of the global war on terror was the induction of nameless fears in the ruling elites of the Arab-Islamic world. It was not because of any credible allegation of complicity; it was that this new kind of war was being waged with an integral threat of regime change. Alternatively, Muslim governments that had doubts about their own legitimacy and acceptance saw in this war an opportunity to strengthen their grip on power with western assistance. The result is a US-led salami-tactic project to neutralise Muslim states with a view to advancing US plans for the new century and more significantly, Israel plans for territorial aggrandisement and regional hegemony.

Iraq and Afghanistan have shown that the neo-con designs looked good on paper but have badly floundered on the ground. Unforeseen levels of resistance and their protean quality to change shape have demonstrated the continuing validity of the old adage that political solutions are better than those imposed by brute force. Clearly, it is time for Muslim rulers to overcome their defensive and apologetic attitude and assert themselves diplomatically to bring to an end a tragic era where the destiny of their people is being unilaterally decided by powers that for the moment are out to weaken their sovereignty, their religion and culture.

It is probably no more than a moment but it can extend itself indefinitely if Muslim states continue to consider the separate, isolated targets of opportunity in their midst with apathy. Palestine should by any criteria — strategy, democracy, faith — qualify for a united diplomatic defence. It is time that the Arab League and the OIC wake up to the fact that the clock is ticking away.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
