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The approval by the Government of the new route for the separation barrier appears at first glance like a compensation to the settlers for the Government approving the disengagement plan. But a closer examination of the changes effected in the delineation of the barrier demonstrates on the contrary that Sharon is following in Ehud Barak's footsteps on Israeli demands for annexing lands in a PSA, in all but two respects. Firstly, Barak came to his senses during the negotiations and gained significant achievements as a result on various PS issues. Sharon, for his part, is also coming to his senses but is reluctant to forfeit the "no partner" conspiracy. Secondly, while Barak's current aim is to replace the Prime Minister, Sharon is bolstering his position with support from Labour and the Bush administration and can continue his journey – if he so chooses – towards a Permanent Status Agreement.

The route of the separation barrier, approved by the Government in July 2003, was intended to reduce the territorial argument with the Palestinians to 18% of the West Bank. In exchange, Israel announced its withdrawal from Gaza and the Northern West Bank. At the same time, Israel's avoidance of renewing realistic negotiations with the Palestinians would have ensured a continuation of the conflict, which according to Dov Weissglass would have realized Sharon's vision of "freezing" the political process for a further 10-15 years. This would be the necessary timeframe to alter the demographic balance in the seam zone, thus justifying Israel's claim to annex it fully to Israel in a PSA.
This theory explains why Israel chose to approve the route of the eastern fence between the Gilboa area and Tayseer in the Jordan Valley on the basis that Jewish settlements there would be attacked as a reaction to a fence along the green line, and to justify an eastern security zone which remains on the list of vital interests passed by the Netanyahu Government.
Sharon's plan for the seam zone is very similar to the formal proposal made by Barak at Camp David. Both Prime Ministers sought – justifiably – to minimize the number of Israelis that would have to be evacuated under a PSA, and estimated the number of Israelis between the green line and the fence at approximately 350,000. But both also unjustifiably sought in parallel to annex hundred of square kilometers of Palestinian lands, without just recompense and contrary to Israel's commitment to base the PSA on Resolution 242 which is based on "land for peace".

The route of the fence as approved by the Government is based primarily on the Supreme Court decision in June 2004, which ruled out the route of the fence west of Jerusalem on the argument that didn't satisfy the required balance between Israeli security needs and the daily needs of the Palestinian population. The new approved route reduces the number of Israelis within the fence, but also reduces annexed Palestinian land by more than 60%. Barak experienced a similar process following the failure of Camp David and the Clinton Proposal which followed it, and he reduced the Israeli demands set forth in Taba to 6-8% of the West Bank. Again, there are striking similarities between the map presented by the Israelis at Taba and the new route of the fence, with the number of Israelis remaining under Israeli sovereignty a determining factor in both cases.
The similarities end here. Sharon is in a position to complete the process of a PSA together with his counterpart Abu Mazen. If he persists with wishing only to reduce the number of Israelis which are evacuated under a PSA, and recognizes the absence of a security interest in the Jordan Valley, then all that is required of him is to adopt the Geneva initiative. The Geneva Accords leave 300,000 Israelis under Israeli sovereignty, enables the Palestinian territorial contiguity required by President Bush, in a deal that has the backing of most of the Palestinian leadership including Abu MAzen. But unlike previous proposals, the Geneva initiative requires that Israel annex only 2.5% of the West Bank. Secondly, it enables the establishment of two capitals in Jerusalem, an issue which remains unsolved even with the new Government-approved route of the fence.
Those opposing territorial compromise in general and the disengagement plan in particular will have to confront these proposed solutions, as will the Prime Minister and his supporters who are wondering if evacuating 40,000 additional Israelis justifies ignoring Abu Mazen's demands for immediate talks on Permanent Status.  Finally, the Israeli public will need to ask itself if 5% of the West Bank (and 1% of Israel) are a good enough reason to postpone the end of the conflict and ends of claims which both sides committed to in Camp David, Taba and Geneva. 
