Forgotten by the world
By Tariq Fatemi

LAST week’s UN Security Council meeting on the issue of Palestine caused hardly a stir, for it was seen as a mere public relations exercise.

But it did reinforce the pervading sense of frustration and apathy among Palestinians, who could not but lament the convenience with which their fundamental right to a viable, independent state appears forgotten by the international community.

Whatever his faults, and he certainly had his share, there can be no denying that Yasser Arafat had come to symbolise his people’s profound yearning for freedom and independence. With his passing away, the Palestinians have had the misfortune of being led either by discredited leaders, or by those whose credentials are unacceptable to the West. Consequently, the occupied territories, already criss-crossed by Israel’s illegally constructed Separation Wall, have been effectively divided into two administrative units — one ruled by the politically kosher Fatah and the other by the popular but unrecognised Hamas.

Meanwhile, many Arab states have abandoned even the pretence of opposing the Jewish state’s continued occupation of Palestinian territory. Some have succumbed to US pressure and established diplomatic relations with Israel, while others have skirted around the issue of formal recognition by establishing commercial and cultural ties with Israel.

The suffering Palestinian masses must therefore have been amused to read that during the Security Council debate, Arab foreign ministers slammed Israel over its settlement policy. The Saudi foreign minister, Prince Saud Al Faisal, emphasised that “settlement makes [the] creation of a viable Palestinian state impossible”, while Palestinian President Abbas, an increasingly pathetic figure, pointed out that this policy “will not allow for the emergence of a viable Palestinian state because [it divides] the West Bank into at least four cantons”. Secretary Rice chose not to focus on the issue and instead urged Arab countries to “consider ways they might reach out to Israel”.

The commitments made by the US and Israel at the November, 2007 Annapolis conference appear now to be a distant dream. In the meanwhile, Israel has continued its policy of acquiring more Palestinian land for settling Russian and east European Jews. Expanding Israeli settlements, a deadlock on Palestinian borders, rival claims to Jerusalem and the Bush administration’s failure to push Israel to accept a viable Palestinian state have thus combined to prevent any progress on this issue. In fact, President Bush during his meeting with President Abbas admitted that “it must be frustrating at times for you” but counselled him to remain “hopeful”. Coming from a president who has only a few more months in office, it could not but have sounded cynical to the Palestinians.

It was however outgoing Prime Minister Olmert’s valedictory interview with Yedioth Ahroneth on Sept 29 that shocked his own people even more than it surprised the Palestinians. Olmert emphasised that if Israel wants peace with Syria, it must give back all of the Golan Heights, and if it wants peace with the Palestinians “we must withdraw from almost all of the [occupied] territories, if not all of them”. Olmert went further when he said that Israel must let go of predominantly Arab east Jerusalem, which the Palestinians want as their capital.

How deeply regrettable that while in office Olmert showed no evidence of any courage or vision, seeking instead to consolidate his power by adopting rigid positions while refusing even a modicum of relief to the Palestinians from their daily pain and suffering. Can his likely successor, former Mossad agent Tzipi Livni, be any bolder? Or will Rabin’s fate (shot by a right-wing Jewish extremist in 1995), frighten her (and others) to hunker down and view Israel as under permanent siege?

The Israelis must also abandon the myth so assiduously propagated that it is primarily the Palestinians who were never able to grasp an opportunity to make peace with Israel; or, as articulated sarcastically by Abba Eban, the former Israeli foreign minister, the Palestinians “never miss an opportunity to miss an opportunity”. But an objective reading of history confirms that while the Palestinians have rejected the scraps thrown at them in the name of peace, credible Israeli scholars such as Uri Avnery have argued that it is Israel that has missed many important opportunities for peace.

Of course Israel has every right to ensure its security but the reality is that it is already the region’s strongest military power and also enjoys total US support. In any case, Israel cannot be secure or live in peace as long as the Palestinians’ powerful yearning for an independent, sovereign state on land that has been theirs for a millennium and more is not accepted. If Israel chooses to forget this, it will do so at its peril.

In the meantime, the situation in the occupied territories is painfully abysmal. State structures have either been destroyed during Israeli attacks or crumbled over time. The intifada that had given hope to the Palestinians has been snuffed out, thanks to Israel’s brutal policy as well as the Arab failure to influence Washington to take a balanced view of the problem. Recently, a group of 21 leading aid agencies warned that the Middle East quartet “was losing its grip on the peace process and must radically review its approach”. They also pointed out that the quartet had failed to hold Israel to account for expanding settlements in the West Bank.

Can the Palestinians expect the next US administration to adopt a fairer approach to the problem? Not likely, given Sen McCain’s track record and Sen Obama’s pronouncements. In fact, the latter has had to bend over backwards to counter the allegation that his African origin and Muslim father may preclude him from being as committed to the Jewish state as earlier presidents. He did this during his visit to the region, when he spent an entire day with Israeli leaders, sparing only an hour to meet Abbas. But it was his reference to Israel’s creation as a ‘miracle’ that struck people as a dramatic expression of his intent to pander to Jewish influence.

The US vice-presidential debate too must have been painfully revealing to the Palestinians. Both candidates discussed the Middle East, but avoided using the words ‘Palestine’ or ‘Palestinians’ and of course neither dared to talk of ‘Israeli occupation’. Even Biden, otherwise an intelligent and seasoned politician, could not resist the opportunity of demonstrating his loyalty to the Jewish state when he claimed that “Pakistan’s nuclear missiles can already hit Israel”, clearly confirming that American electoral considerations take precedence over the sensitivities of an embattled ally.

