The Borders of the Day After

By Shaul Arieli

The Disengagement Plan is but a tactical alternative to a meaningful political process

The question of what would happen in "the day after" the Disengagement Plan is beginning to receive the attention it deserves. The temporary security "calm" allows the Israeli public to contemplate a little further ahead than tomorrow, and to see through the smoke screen Sharon has spread – in the form of the Disengagement Plan – as an alternative to a meaningful political process. 
If Mahmoud Abbas (Abu Mazen) succeeds in surviving 2005 and if Bush recognizes the current 'calm' as the fulfillment of Palestinian obligations under the First Phase of the Road Map, Sharon may spread yet another smoke screen – 'a Palestinian state in interim borders'. Although the Israeli approach that seeks to avoid skipping over the Second Phase of the Road Map is supported by President Bush, Israelis should well examine the full ramifications of such a phase.
The Israeli government, led by Sharon, still strenuously resists connecting the plan to disengage from the Gaza Strip and Northern West Bank to any mutually agreed upon continuation of the political process. Especially apparent is the unwillingness to transfer to the Palestinians in an agreed-upon fashion the civil responsibilities Israel still maintains in C areas. It seems that Sharon seeks to keep such "assets" for the Second Phase of the Road Map, when he will transfer them as part of his vision of creating a Palestinian State with temporary borders in areas A and B of the West Bank in addition to the Gaza Strip. 
Sharon seems very eager to implement this option when the time-out he has acquired by the Disengagement Plan comes to an end. It seems this eagerness is based on the assumption that the creation of a Palestinian State with interim borders will enable Israel to institutionalize its hold on the border area and on East Jerusalem. This, according to the same logic, will then transform the conflict to one over borders only, thus allowing Israel to enjoy the fruits of this "solution". 
Sharon, master of political survival and tactical moves, typically ignores a substantial strategic issue. In the essence of a state are the built-in rights that accompany its creation. Every state – even one with temporary borders – has the right to full jurisdiction over citizens within its area, the right to control its external borders and internal passages, rights to aerial space, maritime space, communication space, to independent economic policies, to external relations, to the creation of a military force, to the provision of citizenship, to water and other natural resources, to invite international forces and to persecute its citizens. 
This is a list of extremely meaningful rights and assets, regarding all of which Israel must ensure its interests in the context of a future Palestinian state. However, without an agreed-upon solution to the issues of Palestinian refugees and to the issue of a capital in Jerusalem as part of a permanent status agreement, Palestinians would never agree to the kind of compromises Israel demands on all these rights and assets. This view has been clearly expressed by all Palestinian Authority leaders, and has been reiterated by Palestinian Prime Minister Abu 'Ala in his meeting with the heads of the Geneva Initiative. 
In addition to this strategic oversight, there are other difficulties with Sharon's vision. First, Palestinian Authority Chairman Abu Mazen does not plan on providing Sharon with the timeout needed for the creation of an alternative reality in the West Bank. This is especially true in light of the very short timeframe within which Abu Mazen must deal with the issues of cease fire and with avoiding Hamas' overtaking of the PA and the PLO. Second, the Second Phase of the Road Map is built on the idea of regional peace, including between Syria and Israel. Sharon may be able to use the Syrian issue as a temporary escape, but he will not be able to avoid the price of such a move or the need to come back to the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Last, there exists the problem of the often mentioned need to ensure the territorial continuity of the Palestinian State. The idea of maintaining control of the so-called Arial and Ma'ale Edomim "fingers" is currently at the heart of the argument between Sharon and the Americans and does not settle with Bush's vision of a viable Palestinian state. Sharon will thus be forced to give up control of the "fingers" lest he be forced to lose the city of Maale Adumim (a city which, according to the Geneva Initiative based on Israeli-Palestinian understandings, would remain part of Israel in permanent status). 
The idea of a Palestinian state with interim borders – much like the Disengagement Plan - was not thought of as a stage on the way towards permanent status. It is nothing but an attempt to create a futile temporary improvement in Israel's situation vis-à-vis the conflict, while avoiding any sincere attempt to resolve the conflict itself. Sharon should give up this tactical idea of a Palestinian state with interim borders and respond positively to Abu Mazen's request to begin permanent status negotiations. The time Sharon intends to 'gain' through the implementation of the Second Phase of the Road Map will not alter the topics he will eventually have to address, nor change the Palestinians' positions on them. On the contrary – this prolonged period will only exasperate the pain and raise the price Israel will have to pay due to the realities created on the ground in the interim. 
The price of permanent status and an end to the conflict is well known to both leaders, as to both peoples. It appears clearly both in the Clinton Proposal and in the Geneva Understandings. Prime Minister Sharon, however, is still seeking ways in which to avoid paying it. 
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