Recognition problem

Spurning Hamas as a terrorist organisation, despite its overwhelming electoral success, will achieve little positive. Moscow may have something good to teach the rest of the world on the issue

By Iffat Idris

Almost four weeks after Hamas' shock victory in Palestinian legislative elections, some of the questions relating to 'what next?' are closer to being answered. The new Legislative Council -- in which Hamas holds 74 seats in the 132-member chamber -- has been sworn in and the party has been invited to form a government by President Mahmood Abbas.[image: image1.jpg]



Who will head a Hamas government? Ismail Haniya, a Hamas leader from Gaza, has been nominated as prime minister. A former dean of the Islamic University, 43-year old Haniya is considered a pragmatist. He once headed the office of Sheikh Ahmed Yasin, spiritual leader of Hamas who was assassinated by the Israelis. Haniya gained prominence after Yasin's assassination.

How will a government run by Hamas relate to President Mahmood Abbas? The signals from the party are extremely positive. Despite enjoying an outright majority in the assembly, it has invited its rival Fatah -- the party which Mahmood Abbas comes from -- to join it in the government. After an early rejection of the proposal, Fatah leaders now appear to be coming round to the idea.

While some (including acting Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni) argue that Hamas' victory has rendered Abbas irrelevant, others point to the powers he enjoys in the Palestinian Authority. As President, Abbas can veto any legislation (to overturn the veto Hamas will need two-thirds of votes in the Legislative Council); he controls part of the security forces; and he can dismiss the government. On paper, this gives Abbas considerable control over Hamas, no matter whether it forms a coalition or decides to fly solo.

Perhaps recognizing that trying to curb a Hamas government might not be so easy, Abbas last week issued a warning to the party. Declaring that he wanted peace negotiations with Israel to establish a Palestinian state, he said Hamas would have to abide by the rules of the game already laid. Should it not do so, he would resign. "I will not continue sitting in this place, against and in spite of my convictions. If I can do something I will continue, otherwise I won't."

Abbas' future thus depends on the new Hamas government's attitude towards Israel -- specifically, if and when it recognises Israel and agrees to renounce violence? Hamas' Charter calls for raising "the banner of God on every inch of Palestine" and commits it to armed struggle. But despite these clear anti-Israel commitments, today's Hamas appears ready to tacitly accept the existence of Israel -- if not to officially recognise it. Hamas has been observing a cease-fire for over a year and its participation in the elections could be taken as de facto acceptance of Israel.

The party came closer to spelling that out when, after its victory, its political leader Khaled Meshaal indicated conditions under which Hamas could change its long-held stance: "There are roots to the problem, but in reality we now say that if Israel withdraws to the 1967 borders, there could be peace and security in the region, and agreements between the sides, until the international community finds a way to solve everybody's problems."

The conditions Meshaal sets include an end to settlement construction, withdrawal by Israel to pre-1967 borders, and recognition of the right of return of Palestinian refugees. Furthermore, Hamas seems to have accepted that finding a permanent settlement will be extremely difficult and hence, as a first step, the goal should simply be finding a way for Israel and Palestine to live side by side.

For the international community these indications of pragmatism and acceptance of Israel are not enough: the outsiders are insisting that Hamas officially recognise the state of Israel and denounce violence. Until that happens, they are treating the party as a terrorist organisation: any government it forms will get the same pariah treatment.

Israel has already said it will have no contact with a Palestinian government that includes Hamas. It has cut off funding to the Palestinian Authority -- mostly tax revenues that come to around $50 million per month. Analysts say the former is not very significant, because the Sharon government had long abandoned negotiation in favour of unilateral decisions, but the latter -- cutting off funds -- could be very damaging.

The Palestinian Authority is dependent for its funding on outside sources: Israel, the United States, the European Union and others. Of its approximately $130 million monthly expenditure, only $30 million comes from its own sources while 80 per cent of its monthly budget goes on salaries for its 150,000 employees -- civil servants, teachers, doctors, nurses, and so on. Should the PA be unable to pay these people, there is a serious risk of domestic unrest. According to one report cited by the New York Times, this is precisely what Washington and Tel Aviv want: to bring down a Hamas government by making it impossible for it to function.

Washington has joined Israel in promising to cut off funding to a Hamas government. The Bush administration is even demanding the return of aid already given to the PA, before it comes under Hamas control. The US is also actively courting Arab states to ensure they do not step into the breach and fund the PA's shortfall. (Hamas, meanwhile, has undertaken its own diplomatic tour to ensure Arab states do not heed the US call.)

Both the US and Israel say they will find ways to ensure aid reaches the Palestinian people directly. This arrangement -- should it be practical -- could alleviate some of the humanitarian suffering entailed in funding being cut, but not all.

Many people have pointed to the hypocrisy inherent in America's financial boycott of a Hamas government -- freely chosen by the majority of Palestinian voters. As one Hamas legislator pointed out: "This is ... a rejection of the democratic process, which the Americans are calling for day and night. It's an interference and a collective punishment of our people because they practised the democratic process in a transparent and honest way."

The financial threat looming over the PA has been eased somewhat by EU's recent announcement that it will provide emergency aid amounting to 94.5 million pounds. Insisting on its refusal to deal with a Hamas government unless it recognises Israel and renounces violence, EU, however, said only a small portion of the money it is promising would go through the PA. The bulk would be distributed directly in the Palestinian territories by the European Commission.

In a new development, Iran has offered to help a Hamas government with funds, should aid be cut off from other sources. Hamas welcomed the offer and said it would consider it. Not surprisingly, Tehran's intervention has not gone down well in Washington -- already bristling at Iran's alleged nuclear weapons programme.

The Iranian offer to not just recognise a Hamas government, but also fund it, has been matched to some extent by Russia. When Moscow issued an invitation to Hamas representatives to come for talks, Israel reacted very angrily. But the Russian justification that eventually all countries will have to accept and deal with a Hamas government appears a more constructive approach than the rejectionism being practiced by the US, Israel and Europe. Who wins out still remains to be seen.

