	


	 

	Prospects for resolving the Israeli/Palestinian conflict are not yet hopeless

Shaul Arieli, Yediot - 30/01/2006
If Israel makes another unilateral move she will play into the hands of Hamas. She should strive to strengthen the moderate opposition in the Palestinian Authority, and present a sane alternative for a settlement.
There is no point in all this “I told you so” with regard to the Hamas victory in the Palestinian elections. Judging by reactions from all parts of the political spectrum, not only are we pretending to be surprised, we are showing no signs of learning a lesson from what has happened.

 

Two oft repeated assertions are particularly annoying: The first is that the Palestinian Authority under Hamas is no partner for negotiation. The second is that now more than ever before, Israel should push forward with unilateral disengagement. Is this so?

 

One may ask of those who assert that there is no Palestinian partner: Are they saying that the Arafat regime served as a partner? And what about Abu Mazen and Abu Ala? If they were indeed partners, how come we avoided all attempts at negotiations with them during the last five years? If those past regimes did not qualify as negotiating partners, then what is all the fuss about now? Evidently the “No partner” model remains valid, and a policy of unilateral withdrawal, as a consequence may well be the preferred one today.

 

But this is not how things really stand with regard to two key issues: Hamas ideology and Hamas long-term strategy.

 

The PLO of Arafat and Abu Mazen in 1988 accepted the UN 

Resolution 242, and in 1993 it recognized Israel. They were brought to abandon the “armed struggle” and move to diplomacy in their effort to achieve a Palestinian state within the 1967 borders because of the following factors: Collapse of the Soviet Union; Pressure from the Reagan Administration; Peace treaty between Egypt and Israel; Israel’s tough posture during the first intifada. But the Oslo Agreement, because of errors made by both sides, brought the Palestinians to a political dead end, and banished the Fatah to a political exile.

 

The Hamas of 2006 enters government from a position of strength.

The majority of Palestinians believe that it was due to Hamas terrorism that the Israelis left the Gaza Strip. They failed to see the withdrawal was a move – erroneous as it so happens – taken by Sharon to gain time in order to ramify the settlements of Judea and Samaria.

 

So therefore with this and the added prospect that Hamas will stamp out corruption and chaos in the Authority, the Palestinian people saw them as a hopeful alternative that would overhaul their society and bring an end to the Israeli occupation.

 

The Hamas will strive in the coming years to improve the balance of strength between it and Israel before it would consider tactical negotiations with her, because negotiations always tend to be to the advantage of the stronger partner.

 

For years Israel has been refusing to come to terms with the issue: A partner to negotiate what sort of a deal? Obviously Hamas, like the PLO before, is not prepared to agree to a permanent settlement in which Israel would occupy a “United Jerusalem”, the Valley of the Jordan and the large settlement blocks.

 

Hamas declares that it is in favour of an independent Palestinian state within the 1967 borders. But contrary to the PLO, it is not ready to agree to an exchange of territory, a division of East Jerusalem, demilitarization, etc,. It would not be willing to stop there, recognizing two states for two peoples. Because in its view, all of Palestine from the Mediterranean Sea to the River Jordan is holy Islamic territory.

 

Israel should have no illusions about Hamas changing its spots and becoming a partner to negotiating a permanent settlement; this because of the religious element of the Hamas world view. In addition she should avoid anything that would lead the Palestinians to foster an illusion that use of strength and a refusal to compromise are preferred ways to achieve their state and to solve their refugee problem. There should not be a repeat of unilateral withdrawal of the Gaza type, when Sharon did everything not to allow the withdrawal to serve as a platform for reopening negotiations with Abu Mazen. Withdrawal would play into the hands of Hamas and its long range strategy.

 

Israel should present to the Palestinians once again the political alternative of a fair permanent settlement based upon UN Resolution 242, and not the “Road Map” that is devoid of solid content.     Such an approach is likely to strengthen the moderate elements of Palestinian society, particularly the secular opposition outside the Hamas government. It could lead to a historic compromise between the two peoples. 

 

(Incidentally when these secular elements return to power they will take with them lessons of allowing a system to sink into corruption and chaos.)

 

To improve the chances of success in reaching a compromise, Israel should seek support of the United States, the European Union, and both Egypt and Jordan. These latter would not relish the influence of Hamas on the “Moslem Brotherhood” within their midst. If the Palestinian opposition is lost to this cause by their deciding to go along with Hamas or by mistakes made by Israel, any chance of a compromise will be blocked and the barren struggle between the extremists will be reignited.

 

Col (Ret.) Shaul Arieli is a member of the Council for Peace and Security, and one of the initiators of the Geneva Agreement.
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