Scenario

Fall 2015 Scenario: IS THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN CONFLICT RELEVANT?

            “What do you mean that we should concentrate on restarting the Peace Process?  First of all, what Peace Process?  Secondly—and far more importantly—why pursue the Israeli-Palestinian peace process?  The region—not Israel or Palestine—is blowing up.  A quarter of a million Syrians have been killed.  Ten million have been displaced.  Four million are refugees—and hundreds of thousands have had enough, and are heading for Western Europe.  Meanwhile, the Islamic State has created a Caliphate and has incorporated large parts of Syria and Iraq into it.  And you say—‘concentrate on restarting the Peace Process.’  Frankly, my friend, I am dumfounded.  And as you well know, there is no interest in the Peace Process in the present Israeli government.   Remember Netanyahu’s slogan—“It’s Us or Them.”  As for the Palestinians, as you also know, they are hopelessly weak and hopelessly divided.  So let me say it again--I am dumfounded by what you propose.”

 

 

            I had been invited to have dinner with two diplomats—very, very high-ranking diplomats--on the condition that I not reveal their names, their nationalities, or even where we were having dinner!  They were taking precautions to put it mildly.  I might add, however, that they are good friends and have worked together often and successfully.  But on the matter of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict they disagreed profoundly.

 

            “The chaos in the region is exactly the reason that we should make a concerted press on the Israeli-Palestinian front.  To please you, I won’t use the words ‘Peace Process!’  To my way of thinking having the world focused—and rightly so—on Syria and the wider region, offers a perfect environment for addressing the Israeli-Palestinian problem.  Remember, that problem is not going away—ever—until it is somehow resolved.   And if it is not resolved, violence--and it could be enormous violence--is inevitable.   Here is my point, though--when everyone’s attention is focused elsewhere, we would have a much greater chance of making progress on this problem.  We could work without constant kibitzing, without constant second-guessing, without constant interference.  Am I being too optimistic?  Perhaps.”

 

            “Perhaps I am being too pessimistic.”

 

            The dinner was excellent, but the clashing views of the two friends stayed with me.  Who was right?  Was there a middle ground?  Was there a way forward?  I was reminded what one of the two said to me some time ago:

 

            “The two-state option was so simple, and it was so obviously the best option.  How could it be that it has now been made all but irrelevant?  Yes, how could it be?”

 

            Yet the situation in the region intrudes.   Over a million mostly Sunni Syrians are now in Lebanon, and constitute a quarter—or more--of the population of that religiously very fragile country.  Two million Syrians are in Turkey, which being much larger and more stable can cope better, but which is still feeling the strain.  So too is Jordan, which has taken in an enormous Syrian population.  Elsewhere, death and displacement are ravaging Iraq, as just one measure might indicate—two-thirds of the country’s Christian population has left.

 

            Syria, and to a somewhat lesser extent, Iraq, have also become battle grounds for a large number, and wide range, or outside actors: Britain, France, Iran, Israel, Russia, Saudi Arabia, Turkey and the United States—just to list the major countries involved, in alphabetical order.   Others are intruding as well, such as Hezbollah, and several thousand Muslims from Western countries.  All but the latter, to varying degrees, are opposed to the Islamic State.  Beyond that, however, common interests end.  Russia and Iran support the Assad Regime in Syria.  All the other actors, to varying degrees, oppose it.  Then there are the odd, and seemingly unintended, consequences or this wide involvement. For example, the United States bombs Islamic State targets, and by doing so strikes at the Assad regime’s most powerful opponent—and the United States opposes the Assad regime.  The United States long standing ally, Turkey, finds this intolerable, for apart from the Kurdish rebel forces, its main enemy in Syria is the Assad regime. 

 

            So is the Israeli-Palestinian conflict of any importance at the present time?  One of the diplomat’s answer is an emphatic: “Yes.  Absolutely yes!  This longest of Middle Eastern conflicts cannot continue to fester.  The region can never achieve any degree of tranquility until this conflict is resolved.”

 

            So if the two-state solution—the long-standing centerpiece of the peace process—is no longer relevant, then what?  The only option left is a one-state solution.  In this context it would seem to be of more than symbolic relevance that the present Israeli president, Reuven Rivlin, is a champion of a single state--granted his office is not a power center, but symbols do count—and Rivlin comes from a right wing, nationalist Israeli background.  He says he wants equal rights for all in this state.  But surely that means the end of Israel—given the fact that Palestinians now outnumber Israelis in Palestine—or the Land of Israel.  This is what former Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert feared could happen when he wrote some time ago—“If the day comes when the two state solution collapses and we face a South Africa style struggle for equal voting rights, then as that happens, the state of Israel is finished.” So what in the world does an Israeli nationalist like Rivlin have in mind?

 

            It is clear what some other Israeli nationalists who support a one-state solution have in mind. To put it bluntly, an apartheid state, somewhat on the order of what many feel exists today, but likely more institutionalized.  Most observers would agree that the international consequences of this for Israel would be catastrophic as, already, Israel is in what the Economist has called “Bad Company.”  In a recent international survey it was viewed  “mainly negative” by roughly 50% of respondents—putting it in the “bad company” of North Korea, Pakistan and Iran.  If Israel were to establish an apartheid state, its negatives would soar.

 

            On the other hand, then, what might an equal rights for all single state look like? That is hard to say, but it would surely take some fancy constitution-making to set it up—perhaps two parliaments and two governments, with a single united government for foreign affairs and defense.  It boggles the mind.  Given the terrible past relations between the two national communities, how could they work together in such a structure?  Think, too, of the centerpiece of the Zionist state—the right of return: the right of any Jew anywhere to come and settle in Israel.  Surely that right of return could not be continued unless the same right was bestowed on the Palestinians.  Indeed, the Palestinian Authority has recently demanded that Palestinians in Syria be allowed to “escape the horror” and “return” to the West Bank, so the “right of return” for Palestinians is now on the table.  It should also be remembered that Palestinians have a nearby Diaspora population more or less of the same size as the Palestinian population of Palestine itself.  One simply cannot but ask of Reuven Rivlin—“What in the world do you have in mind?”

 

            Turning to the Palestinian side—there is a growing realization there too that the two-state option is over.  Some would welcome a single-state with equality for all.

 

            Sari Nusseibeh, the president of Al Quds University and one of the strongest proponents for a two-state solution for the last two decades, was among the first prominent Palestinians to came to the “reluctant conclusion” some years ago that the goal of two states may have slipped away.  He said then that “we will have to prepare ourselves for the next stage.  And that means trying to cover the next few decades with the least pain by fashioning some kind of coexistence in a single state.”  In a nutshell, what Nusseibeh and now many other Palestinian leaders are talking about—and these are “moderate” Palestinians—is that the struggle may have to switch from that of national liberation, to one for civil rights, equal rights for Palestinians in a single binational state in the territory that Israel controls, which is the land between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea.  A first step in this switch could be for the Palestinians to dismantle the Palestinian Authority and make Israel bear the direct responsibility and cost of her occupation.

 

            Of course there are on the Palestinian side, as on the Israeli, those who have no interest in any form of equal rights in a single state.  For Hamas, for instance, the single state should be for Palestinians only.

 

            Let’s go back to the two-state idea, though.  One of the most dramatic of all indications of support for it has been the “break the log-jam” initiative of UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon.  Mr. Ban has said that the Arab-Israeli conflict, and specifically the conflict between Israelis and Palestinians, has “gone on for far too long.  It must be resolved.  It must be resolved now.  Further delay is intolerable.” What he has proposed to break the logjam is almost breathtaking in its audacity.  He has called on “all parties to make proposals for the realization of a two state solution—a state of Israel and a state of Palestine.”  He has called for those proposals to be “clear, specific and detailed.”  He adds that “Maps would be in order.”  Most extraordinary, by “all parties” he said he means all parties “with a stake in the matter.  By this I do not mean just Israel and the Palestinian Authority.”  That is, he has called on all of the countries of the Middle East, as well as “outside powers, and specifically all the members of the United Nations Security Council,” to present proposals.  He added still another category to his “all parties”—not just the governments of the counties of the Middle East, “but those who may be out of power at this time.”  Thus he is asking opposition forces, even rebel forces, to present their ideas. 

 

            Interestingly, Mr. Ban has also said that before any party makes proposals for resolving the conflict they should first define what they see as being the problem needing to be resolved.  Clearly different parties see the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in dramatically different ways, so what a party sees as being the problem will dictate what it sees as being its solution.

 

            Mr. Ban said that he hopes that from all of these proposals a consensus view might emerge, and that in working on this consensus view “the parties most directly involved—the government of Israel, the government of the Palestinian Authority, and the government of United States, the critical mediator—could reach a resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in short order.  That is my hope.  In fact, this is more than simply my hope—it is what must be done!”

 

            What issues must these proposals address? What would a two-state settlement look like?   That is rather easily answered, for it was laid out as the "parameters" that former President Clinton proposed at Camp David in 2000.  For all practical purposes, Ehud Barak, then the Israeli Defense Minister, laid out the very same parameters for an agreement even more recently:

 

            1.  A Palestinian state in all of Gaza and 95% or so of the West Bank--the two parts being connected by a corridor across Israel.  Any departure from the pre-1967 borders would be compensated for--if Israel wants say, 5% of the West Bank, it should compensate by granting the Palestinians 5% from its side of the Green Line, and it needs to be land of equal size and quality.

 

            2.  A shared capital in Jerusalem with Palestinian sovereignty over the Temple Mount--as it is generally known in the Western world, though not in the Muslim world--and Israeli sovereignty over the Western Wall.

 

3.     The right for Palestinian refugees to return to the West Bank and Gaza

Palestinian state, with compensation to be paid for what they have lost.

 

            Easily answered, but how difficult to agree upon, how difficult to achieve.

 

            One observer recently stated that “the two-state slogan now serves as a comforting blindfold of entirely contradictory fantasies.  The current Israeli version of two states envisions Palestinian refugees abandoning their sacred ‘right of return,’ an Israeli-controlled Jerusalem and an archipelago of huge Jewish settlements, crisscrossed by Jewish-only access roads.  The Palestinian version imagines the return of refugees, evacuation of almost all settlements, and East Jerusalem as the Palestinian capital.  Diplomacy under the two-state banner is no longer a path to a solution but an obstacle itself.”

 

            Perhaps our diplomat would amend Mr. Ban’s proposal—if not replace it--to include proposals for a one-state solution.  After all, what Mr. Ban—and so many others want—is to resolve the conflict.  Whatever the Israelis and Palestinians can agree to would be fine.  So let us just assume that Mr. Ban’s call is for proposals for either a two-state, or one-state outcome.

 

            Keep your fingers crossed for Mr. Ban’s “break the log-jam” initiative.
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