Source: The Straits Times, pA57
Date: 4 June 2016

ANUS

National University
of Singapore

[srael cannot
have its cake
and eat it too

Victor Kattan

For The Straits Times

The Israeli-Palestinian peace
process needs a fresh approach
and the talks that commenced this
week in Paris between foreign
ministers of some two dozen
countries, including US Secretary
of State John Kerry, need to take
that fact on board.

Asitis, most commentators have
expressed scepticism that the
Parisinitiative will worlk.

Neither Israelnor the
Palestinians were invited to Paris.

The aim of these talks isto reset
the parameters for the two sides to
possibly engage in direct
discussions later in the yearon all
of the outstanding issues between
them: borders, security, refugees,
Jerusalem, settlements and water.

France’s motivations for
convening this week’s peace
conference relate to security.
France believes that the
Israel-Palestine conflict fuels
radical rhetoric and extremist
violence and that its resolution is
asurgentasever,

opportunity torevive the two-state
solution, but it comes after more
than two decades of failed direct
negotiationsbetween Israelisand
Palestinians. Itis senseless,
therefore, to call on the twosidesto
repeata process that has failed. All
that doesisraise expectations, only

thereby creating disillusionment,
frustration and despair. The peace
process has become sclerotic and
thatis why a freshapproachis
needed.

The omens donotlook good. Just
last week, Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahuappointed
the hawkish Avigdor Lieberman as
Israel’s defence minister, after
extricating himself from a deal
with Labour Party leader Isaac
Herzog. While the Labour Party
has supported the establishment
ofa Palestinian state with its
capitalin East Jerusalem in the
past, Mr Netanyahu's Likud Party
has always opposed it.

On the Palestinian side, divisions

remain between the two main
political parties Fatah and Hamas,
with Hamas, like Likud, also
opposed to the talks.

Atthe sametime, the security
situation in Israel, the West Bank,
and Gaza is deteriorating every day.

The onusis on the Parisinitiative

toshift this dynamic by recognising
that the relationship between Israel :

and the Palestinians is an unequal
one. Israel hasbeen in military
occupation of East Jerusalem, the
West Bank and the Gaza Strip for
nearly halfa century and remains
s0, despite the formation of the
Palestinian Authority and the
recognition by the UN General

i Assembly of Palestine’s observer

: “state”status. The continuation of
¢ Israel’s settlement policy, whichis
: illegalunder international law,risks :
: derailing the peace process

i altogether. Indeed, some think that
i itisalready toolate for aviable

i Palestinian state to emerge

i alongside Israel.

Thereneeds tobe arecognition

: thatIsrael and the Palestinians are

i notequal partners engaged in

i somereal estate transaction. Itis

i notaquestion of who blinks first or
: whoiswilling to make more

i concessions to the other side at the
: negotiating table. Norisitevena

i guestion of getting qualified

i people or finding lawyers and

i wordsmiths to produce language

¢ that cansatisfy the mutual

i interests of both parties. Of course,
: qualified people are always

i needed, but they cannot produce

i anagreement if one of the parties

i remainsopposed to the process

¢ and doesits best to sabotage peace
: talksat every opportunity.

Rather than reinforcing the status

i quoby calling on Israelis and

¢ Palestiniansto engagein direct

i negotiations, it must bemade clear
: tolsrael - as the more powerful

: actorand one thatisin control of
Yes, the conference representsan :

: The countriesthat have

i assembled in Paris must

i makeitclear totheIsraeli
: government thatunless

i Israelembarksona

for those expectations to be dashed, credible programme of

: withdrawal from the

! occupied territories

: througha negotiated

: process, whichwould

! allowthe Palestiniansto

: exerciseindependencein
! their own state, they will

i nolonger subsidise the

i costsof the occupation.

i Palestine’sland and resources -
: thatitwill have topay aprice unless
¢ ittakesstepstoendthe occupation.

The peace talks must, of course,

: addressIsrael'slegitimate security
: needs. As Palestinian President
: Mahmoud Abbas hasrepeatedly

said, Palestine iswilling tohavea

: multinational peacekeeping force
: —from Nato states that are friendly
: tolsrael - replace Israeli troopsin

: the West Bank. But Israelis

i opposed even to this. It wants to

i haveits cakeand eat it too.

The countries that have

i assembled in Paris must make it

: clearto the Israeligovernment that
i unlessIsrael embarks onacredible
i programme of withdrawal from

i the occupied territories througha

: negotiated process, which would

: allow the Palestinians to exercise

: independencein their own state,

: theywillnolonger subsidise the

i costsofthe occupation.

Since the mid-1990s, the US

: government has committed more
i than US$5 billion ($6.8 billion) in
¢ bilateral economicand security

: assistance to the Palestinians. EU

: aidis even higher, While much of

i thisaid is necessary tokeep the

: Palestinian Authority afloat

: (nearly halfthe aid isused topay

¢ publicsector wages), much ofitis
i given to Palestinian security

: services. Butas the occupying

i power, Israel is responsible for its
i security and for providing law and
i order for Palestinians in the West
i Bankand Gaza. Israelisalso

: responsible foradministering

: services to meet the population’s

: basic needs, which include the

: provision ofhealthcare, yet many
¢ Palestinian hospitalsare in chronic
: debt. Were Israel to face the

i prospect of havingto pay for these
: services out of its own pocket, that
{ may cause some members of the

i Israeli Governmentand the

! opposition to question the

i cost-benefitratio of maintaining

: the occupation.

The donor community should

: makeitclear tolsrael thatunless

: genuine effortsare made by Israel

! torealise the two-state vision, not

¢ just through theissuance of the

i occasional prime ministerial

: statement paying lip service to that
: vision but alsoby taking concrete

: steps to change the situation on the
i groundin talks with the

¢ Palestinians, it willnolonger fund
i the Palestinian Authority. Instead,
¢ Israelwould be expected toresume
: the costsof the occupation.

The international community

¢ hasinvested billions in the peace

i process, but this was always

: conditioned on a two-state

: outcome. Now that Israelis

: challenging that outcome, the time
: hascome to callits bluff.
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* The writer is a Senior Research
: Fellow atthe Middle East Institute at
i the National University of Singapore.
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protesters
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security forces
during clashes.
Although
Palestine is
willing to have a
peacekeeping
force - from
Nato states that
are friendly to
Israel - to
replace Israeli
troops in the
West Bank,
Israel is
opposed to this.
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