	


	 

	Fences going every which Way

Shaul Arieli, Maariv - 15/12/2005
Shaul Arieli recalls the changes that have been made during the course of planning the Security Fence, and explains why there is no end in sight.
 

There has been far too little response by the Israeli public to the report by the Ministry of Defence stating that only one third of the Separation Fence has been completed to date. This is not what was promised by Prime Minister Sharon and Defence Minister Shaul Mofaz.

 

It is hard for the public to recall anew every day what is the “ideological” position of the Minister of Defence. It is hard to remember the history of the Fence that began as a “Separation Fence” gradually became known as a “Security Fence” and today is designated officially as a “Political Fence”.

 

A brief review of the changes of direction of policy calls into question the absurd claim by the Ministry of Defence that “Palestinians are to blame for delays in building the Fence”.

 

Sharon claimed in mid-2001: “Separation is not a practical possibility. I do not believe that we are here and they are there. To my mind such a possibility is non-existent.” This declaration created difficulties for Sharon’s government, making it indecisive about building the Fence both south and north of Jerusalem.

 

This hasty statement led to a whole series of small adjustments, costing millions, to the planned path. The most noted was made on the eve of the sitting of the International High court of Justice in the Hague, when Israel dissembled and then rebuilt the Fence in the neighbourhood of Baka-al-Garabyah.

 

A decision on the path of the Fence for the entire West Bank was taken only in October 2003, almost three years after Sharon and Mofaz had promised us “Peace and Security”. Perhaps the delay was because Sharon really thought that “the Fence was neither a realistic nor an efficient solution”.

 

In spite of the fact that at the time the Fence was given the name “Separation Fence” the government knowingly intended to cordon off in the territory between it and the Green Line a population of some 400,000 Palestinians, and this with the further intent of annexing in the future about 20% of the West Bank.

 

A Black Day for the State of Israel
 

The day that the Israeli High Court ruled against the above mentioned path the Defence Establishment called it “a Black Day for the State of Israel” and “accused” the court of causing delays in building the Fence.

 

The Defence Establishment lost no time in planning a revised path that placed just 9% of the West Bank between it and the Green Line. It was an area populated by half the previous number of Palestinians. To everybody’s “surprise” this new path left a negligible additional number of Israelis on its eastern side.

 

But eight full months passed after the High Court’s ruling before Sharon brought the new path for approval by the government. The Fence, which by then had its name changed to the “Security Fence”, as government officials were careful to stress, was planned to be 759Km long. That is, twice the length of the Green Line. One third of this length was necessary to connect Ariel – 23Km from the Green Line – and the settlement of Alon – 15Km from the green Line – to Israel.

 

Any informed person, even if not a general like Sharon and Mofaz, can reckon how large a force would be needed to defend this winding path. A “security” path of this length would “justify” the building of 39 passages through it. These would pin down additional large contingents of troops.

 

And the Money?
 

The Ministry of Defence has announced that the cost of the Fence will be about US$1.6 billion, plus an additional US$0.5 billion to ameliorate the living conditions of Palestinians who would suffer from the construction. Mofaz and his planners seem to have forgotten that originally the cost of the Fence was estimated at US$1 million per kilometer. It has ballooned to twice that sum and it is still rising. To this must be added the annual operating cost, reaching hundreds of millions a year. And there are the costs of maintenance and modifications to the path of the Fence. All at the taxpayers expense.

 

At the stage when the state began to admit that the Fence had “political implications” the public was required to face reality and accept that it was necessary to forge a separation between Palestinians and Israelis. But this cannot be achieved by installing a meandering Fence.

 

The Fence should be built along a path that has been negotiated and agreed upon. All the “shortcuts” that Sharon is trying for achieving a political border are costing unnecessary bloodshed. As an example of the negotiating process it may be noted that in the region of Israel’s “narrow waist” the Geneva Agreement pushes the border further east than does the Fence. The first step in seeking an agreement with the Palestinians is to tell the truth to the Israeli public.

 

The author is a retired Colonel who was Commander of the Gaza Brigade. He was head of the Peace Mission that led to the Geneva Agreement. Currently he is campaigning for a place on the Meretz list for the 17th Knesseth. 
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