Obama’s sudden warmth for Netanyahu 
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ASK Israel’s Benjamin Netanyahu what a world of difference three months can make in what he boasts is a very special relationship.

The last time the Israel leader visited the US, he was given a frosty reception. It was so cold that Obama wouldn’t even allow a photograph of their meeting in the Oval office be released to the press.It was a calculated rebuff to Netanyahu for the insult he’d heaped on Vice President Joe Biden, in Jerusalem, when plans to build another 1600 new homes in Israeli settlements on occupied Palestinian lands were unveiled during his presence.

But that was then, when Biden’s feathers had been ruffled by the Israelis with a hard-to-hide disdain, and Obama seemed determined to teach the Israeli pharaoh a lesson.

This time, on July 6, the White House was all warmth for him to match the Washington summer. Netanyahu came like Caesar returning to Rome after vanquishing the Visigoth. His triumphant gait and body language said it all. It presaged what his host would say and how he would behave. He wasn’t wrong, at all.

Obama couldn’t disappoint him and acted exactly as the powerful Jewish interest groups would have expected him to. Netanyahu was hosted a luncheon at the White House to make up for the lapse of last time’s; Michelle Obama also played out her part, as scripted, hosting a special tea for Mrs. Netanyahu.

The script played out to perfection at the Oval Office media briefing, after the two leaders had held their talks, to let the world know that nothing had changed in the pattern of US-Israeli relations that has held good for at least the past four decades, if not longer, with Obama reassuring Netanyahu that bonds between his country and Israel were ‘unbreakable.’ Netanyahu, on his part, put more icing on the cake by reminding one and all that media suggestions of a rift in the ‘special relationship’ were ‘flat wrong.’

But Obama seemed distinctly uncomfortable while delivering all those familiar phrases that all of his predecessors have said on such occasions innumerable times. The same Obama who had stood tall before Netanyahu, three months ago, looked almost obsequious and obsessed in making sure that he didn’t say anything that wouldn’t please the Zionists in Israel and their influence-peddling and arm-twisting cohorts in Washington.

He didn’t refer, at all, to that brazen act of piracy on the high seas by the Israeli commandoes, last May 31, in which nine innocent Turkish activists had been killed in cold blood. Nor did he remind Netanyahu of his obligations under international law but seemed taking pride in drawing his pampered guest’s attention to the tough new sanctions his administration had worked so hard, lately, to get imposed on Iran.

But that apparently wasn’t enough to satisfy the Israeli war-monger who still insisted — while giving grace marks to Obama for thumbing his nose at Tehran — that ‘still tougher’ sanctions must be slapped on Iran because of the ‘existential threat’ it poses to Israeli security.

Obama was effusive when he praised Netanyahu for his desire for peace and for being ready to make ‘hard sacrifices’ for this purpose. Obama’s predecessor, George W. Bush, had likewise bestowed on the now-comatose Ariel Sharon a similar honour by calling him a ‘man of peace,’ when Sharon was decimating the Palestinians in their refugee camps and killing them like flies.

And what did Netanyahu do to deserve all these plaudits and accolades?

All that he did, before embarking on his Washington safari, was to only slightly loosen the suffocating noose the Israeli blockade has on Gaza by throwing in a few more things on the list of goods the Gazans would be allowed to import. For instance, chocolates for children would no longer be contraband as an item of ‘dual-use’.

But building material will still be off-limit to the Gazans; no cement, for instance, to repair or rebuild hundreds of houses and buildings intentionally destroyed by the Israeli raiders when they rampaged Gaza in December 2008 and January 2009.

Likewise, Gaza will not be allowed any outlet to send its goods out of the territory, making sure, in this punitive manner, that the ravaged Gazan economy should never recover and remain a basket case, perennially. 

Obama dared not nudge Netanyahu to further ease the blockade against Gaza, because the Israeli government sources let it be known, before Netanyahu blessed the White House with his presence, that the concessions granted in the package were final and not negotiable. 

Obama couldn’t afford to strike a tune different from the chorus of praise already being sung in Washington’s media and congressional circles about Netanyahu’s ‘generosity.’ Of course, from Obama down, none has any interest in questioning the legitimacy of the blockade arbitrarily imposed on Gaza. The Americans did this against Cuba, for decades, and snuffed the life out of Iraq by similar tactics after the first Gulf War.Obama’s sole concern in the Israeli-Palestinian problem is to keep the charade of talks going, while knowing full well that Israel’s sole intent in going through the motions of proximity or direct talks with the Palestinians is to buy time, in order to create what Sharon lauded as ‘facts on ground’, illegal Israeli settlements on Palestinian land, in simple language.Hundreds of these illegal settlements have sprouted on the Occupied West Bank in the 18 years since direct talks between the Palestinians and the Israelis were first begun under George Bush Sr. in the White House. But while these talks under the so-called ‘Madrid Process’ have been going on, in fits and starts, the Israeli settlement populations has trebled, to more than 400,000. For sure, these settlements have largely been built with support money provided by US, and the settlers living in luxury are the most ardent votaries of Netanyahu and other hard liners sharing power with him in the current coalition government in Jerusalem.

Netanyahu’s core interest is riveted in further expanding the settlements. He’d relented to a ten-month, temporary, ‘freeze’ on settlement-building under intense Obama pressure last December. That freeze is to expire at the end of September and all indications are that building activity will resume with gusto as soon as the freeze is over. Netanyahu’s coalition hawks are anxious that he shouldn’t give in to American demand to extend the freeze, and there was no inkling of any pressure from Obama in the latest talks that he wanted the freeze to stay.

The boom in settlement building is rapidly delivering a fatal blow, by the day, to any prospect of a two-state solution to the conflict, which Obama has adopted as much for his own cosmetic purpose as did some of his precursors in office. 

As the main Palestinian spokesman, Saeb Erekat, recently lamented, settlements are eating away the territory on which the supposed Palestinian state should one day materialize. An Israeli human rights group, B’Tselem, corroborated this recently and revealed that Israeli settlements have already gobbled up more than 40 percent of Palestinian land in the Occupied West Bank. 

So Obama’s road map for a two-state solution seems to be going nowhere, just as his quest to get the Palestinians and the Israelis talking face-to-face with each other is getting derailed in the steam of Israeli obduracy. 

Netanyahu’s latest visit to Washington was calibrated to corner Obama and show him, as clearly as anybody else, who was in command to call the shots. It was Netanyahu and not Obama. The timing of the visit was perfect, as per the Israeli agenda.In less than three months, Americans will be heading into mid-term elections to Congress, which is always regarded as a litmus test of a president’s popularity or otherwise. Netanyahu didn’t need a refresher course to remind him that no American law maker seeking re-election, in either of the two houses of Congress, would dare being seen as party to pressure on him and his government. Past experience tells all such ambitious congressmen that those who dared to cross swords with Israel perished prematurely. Obama’s own Democrats wouldn’t allow him to do anything unpleasant for Israel.

So Obama is in a classical bind, even if he has any serious intention of doing anything more than a cosmetic exercise of pleading for talks between the adversaries on the ME chessboard. He’s clearly in no position to call Netanyahu’s bluff. On the contrary, Netanyahu would be all too eager to call Obama’s bluff on Iran.

It’s no secret that the top priority agenda for Israel is to create a situation that would force US to take on Iran just like George W. Bush had been bamboozled into the Iraqi invasion plan — then on top of the Israeli agenda. Obama should be counting his blessings that he doesn’t end up playing into the Israeli hands the way Bush was made to.
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