
The "piece process" or the road to Annapolis:
 Notes from a delegation to Israel (28-10 to 3-11, 2007) by David 
Hammerstein

      A curious constellation of events and political circumstances 
has pushed Israelis and Palestinians back to the negotiating table. 
Some say it is a dangerous pantomime (Netanyahu) and others even say 
it  is  an  American-European  fantasy  (Barak)  or  one  leading 
establishment  thinker  (Mark  Heller)  quotes  The  Who  in  cynically 
saying  "we  won't  be  fooled  again".  Is  Annapolis  a  window  of 
opportunity or simply a photo opportunity? Many fear the violent 
result of failure, like in the year 2000, while the radicals on both 
sides actually fear that any degree of success will undermine the 
national  aspirations  and  dreams  of  their  respective  peoples.  The 
present spin of the Israeli foreign ministry and the Prime Minister's 
office is to downplay the negotiations and significantly lower the 
expectations  of  any  marked  advances  in  the  resolution  of  the 
conflict.  Precisely because of this tactic I perceive a strange 
feeling  in  the  air  that  despite  all  the  odds  something  mildly 
positive might happen in Annapolis.

    What we can be sure of is that there will be no "conference" but 
only  a  "meeting".  This  will  produce  a  very  short  declaration  of 
principles in order to initiate a "process".  The point of departure 
is very different for the Palestinians than for the Israelis.  While 
the first want to begin from where Clinton left off when he almost 
reached a global final status agreement in Camp David in 2000, the 
Israelis insist on following with the stages of the "road map" in 
which the final status negotiations are left for afterwards. We still 
seem  to  be  stuck  in  the  segmented  "piece  process"  instead  of  a 
general  process  toward  peace.  Meretz  leader  Yossi  Beilin  is 
especially critical of the disastrous results and ambiguous nature of 
the "Road Map" that leads to an endless process with no peace.
     The first stage of the "Road Map" creates a vicious circle. It 
insists  on  the  Palestinians,  or  their  practically  inexistent 
institutions, playing a key role in cracking down on terrorism as a 
prerequisite for advancing on other issues. It expects a kind of 
civil war to be launched by Abbas and Fayad against the radicals, 
without first supplying any significant hope in a just peace or in 
the improvement in the quality of life for Palestinians.  The PM 
Fayad  has  already  deployed  hundreds  of  U.S.  trained  Palestinian 
police in Nablus in collaboration with the Israeli army.   In the 
meantime  desperation,  poverty  and  violence  dominate  the  occupied 
territories while Israel, in contradiction with the same stage of the 
"Road Map" has yet to dismantle many illegal outposts or stop the 
creeping  expansion  of  settlements.   Foreign  Minister  Tzipi  Livni 
admitted,  in  response  to  my  questioning,  that  Israel  had  not 
fulfilled  its  part  of  the  Road  Map  concerning  settlements  and 
promised action. Voices in the peace camp on both sides insist on 
advancing on all the substantive issues at the same time as tackling 
security  and  terrorism  concerns.  This  would  be  a  genuine  peace 
process instead of the piece-by-piece approach that has led us to 
where we are now. 

    It is clear that in the last seven years, after the Intifada and 
the Fatah-Hamas split, the Palestinians have lost positions at the 
negotiating table and, obviously, on the ground. It seems, according 
to some sources, that Israel now has stronger doubts about accepting 
the 1967 borders as the basis of peace, only to be modified by 
mutually agreed upon changes with land swaps. As well, there are 
indications that the same deal Barak was prepared to accept in 2000 



with the annexation of only two settlement blocks (Maele Adumim and 
Gush Etzion) is now insufficient for the present Israeli government 
that probably will also demand one or two other blocks (Alfe Menashe 
and Ariel) in addition to the significant expansion of the other two. 
The Clinton Parameters on Jerusalem (dividing the city following the 
demography on the ground) are also placed into doubt by many Israeli 
politicians while Israeli building grows and the economic situation 
of the quarter of million of Palestinians in East Jerusalem worsens 
because of its isolation. At the same time most observers admit that 
any viable peace agreement would probably have to look something like 
the compromises of the Geneva Initiative proposals. In any case, the 
details are left for later though Olmert has stated on a positive 
note that he is willing to reach agreements on all the core issues 
(Jerusalem, borders and refugees) over the next year, before the Bush 
administration ends.

    Let´s look at the general political moment of the Palestinian - 
Israeli and Mid-East conflict as I have gathered over the last week 
of official and non-official meetings in Israel this past week.

OLMERT AND ABBAS:  This is a moment of truth about peace for Israel. 
Israel cannot continue saying that it does not have a partner.  Never 
before have they had such “moderate” and pro-western Palestinians as 
counterparts. At the same time many Israeli leaders ridicule them as 
"a semblance of an Authority" and go on about their weakness and 
sarcastically press them on what their plan is for confronting Hamas 
in Gaza.   According to some observers we have gone from the ANP 
being considered by Israel too radical or a terrorist organisation to 
accusing them of being too weak as the excuse of not moving toward a 
final settlement. This can cast doubts over whether there exists the 
ability and will of moving toward a comprehensive peace.

 Olmert is a political cadaver if he doesn´t make progress toward 
peace.  He suffers scandals and Tzipi Livni would like to replace him 
as  party  leader.  He  can  only  be  saved  by  agreements  with  the 
Palestinian Authority. For what it is worth we have learned from many 
sources that he has a very close and confident relationship with 
Abbas. After all, many of the negotiators have known each other well 
for over 15 years.  Both Olmert and Abbas are extremely pragmatic and 
both need quick results.
 Abbas  and  his  Prime  Minister  Fayad  need  some  real  progress  in 
improving the miserable life of their people and projecting some hope 
toward the future. If positive results are not produced soon on the 
ground  Abbas  might  even  return  to  negotiations  with  Hamas  for 
rebuilding Palestinian unity, something strongly opposed to by many 
of  his  main  advisers  (who  say  that  differences  with  are 
irreconcilable) and by Israel and the US.

HAMAS and GAZA:  A pragmatic approach would seem to support the 
recent call by a group of Israeli intellectuals and Yossi Beilin in 
favour of a negotiated truce with Hamas in order to stop the Kasams 
that are making life miserable in the Israeli border communities and 
to relieve the blockade (we all made clear our opposition to measures 
of collective punishment like the cutting off of electricity and 
water). As well these voices consider that any successful peace deal 
will have to include a significant part of Hamas (some of which are 
making moderate noises). Nevertheless, geopolitical concerns (Iran 
and the "war against terrorism") and the pressure of Abbas, Egypt and 
the US seem to confirm the possibility of a large-scale military 
operation promoted by Barak against Hamas in Gaza. This will mean 



hundreds  of  casualties  and  even  greater  suffering  for  Gazan 
inhabitants.  At the same time many Israeli leaders fear that a 
massive attack on Gaza is what Hamas wants because it can mean a 
dangerous trap for Israel and the paralysing of any peace process 
with Abbas.  
But most Israeli observers consider that a massive attack will be 
politically inevitable in Israel if one of the hundreds of Kasam 
rockets fired weekly ends up killing a number of people in Sderot or 
Sapir.   As well, Israel is quite upset with Egypt for allowing the 
massive smuggling of arms into Gaza from its territory. 
Hamas could be weakened by success at Annapolis, the release of more 
prisoners (Fayad requests 2000 this month), the closing of some small 
settlements by Israel and if the Blair economic initiatives for the 
Palestinians (with Israeli cooperation) start to show an improvement 
on the ground in the West Bank. 

IRAN:    The  Iran  nuclear  issue  together  with  Iran's  role  in 
supporting  Syria,  Hezbollah  and  Hamas  place  this  country  at  the 
centre of Israel's security worries.  At the same time Israel would 
like to create a wide coalition in the Middle East in order to 
confront  Iran.  Leaders  like  Tzipi  Livni  are  conscious  that  this 
forces Israel to attempt to show visible progress on the Palestinian 
question.  

Among Israeli Government officials (Etzion of the National Security 
Council, Chief Olmert advisor Tourgeman and ret.Gereral Ben Israel) 
the time left for diplomacy and sanctions before the technological 
point of no return is between 1 and 3 years. Some Labour leaders 
(Danny Yatom) even say that time has run out already. 
Most establishment thinkers and politicians feel that the world has 
to choose very soon between an Iranian bomb and bombing Iran.  The 
concern over Iran's nuclear capabilities is not only the fear of 
nuclear missiles being launched on Israel but the possibility that 
Hezbollah, Hamas or others might be supplied by Iran with enough 
enriched uranium to make “dirty bombs”.  There is also the feeling 
that if the West does not show firmness on this issue the so called 
“moderate alliance” that includes Saudi Arabia and others could break 
up  before  it  is  born.  This  will  fuel  a  dangerous  nuclear 
proliferation on the part of Sunni states and a certain accommodation 
to the powerbroker role of Iran in the Middle East.  

None of the military-political specialists we spoke with (including a 
top air force general) were willing to explain the technical aspects 
of an attack on Iran that according to certain analysts might include 
tactical nuclear weapons.  They only insisted that Israel would not 
be the first one to use nuclear weapons in the Mid East.  Most 
implied that the attack, if necessary, would be carried out by the 
US.  All  prefer  the  success  of  sanctions,  threats  and  economic 
pressure. 

The role of Russia is considered crucial in convincing the Iranians 
not to proceed with their programme but Russia's main strategy is one 
of taking economic and strategic advantage of the tension surrounding 
the Iranian crisis. While Putin does not want a nuclear Iran he is 
walking a very thin tightrope between pushing Russia's geo-political 
and energy aspirations and allowing the Ayatollahs to have nuclear 
weapons  on  his  southern  flank.  Nevertheless,  the  Israeli  Prime 
Minister's chief advisor and Livni declared to us that they were very 
satisfied  with  the  outcome  of  Olmert´s  meeting  with  Putin  the 
previous week.  Both hope that Russia won't veto stronger sanctions. 



"NATIONAL ASPIRATIONS"

    One of the sentences Israel has proposed for the Annapolis 
declaration is more or less “The State of Israel and the future State 
of Palestine will fulfil the national aspirations of the Palestinian 
and Jewish peoples, respectively”. The Palestinians have rejected 
this phrase on the grounds that it might preclude the rights or 
compensation of refugees and that it does not take into account the 
reality of the Arab minority of Israel that represents over 20% of 
the Israeli population.   

BLAIR and the EU

   The objective of the EU is to move from purely humanitarian aide 
and temporary financial help to pay PA salaries toward developmental 
and institution building projects. The sum of direct EU help and that 
of member states will exceed 900 million euros in 2007 (80% of total 
aide given to Palestinians, the highest amount of per capita EU aide 
given in the world.  Tony Blair, as the Quartet representative, has 
presented to the Israelis 10 important economic projects for the 
Palestinians territories.  We have learned that only 4 of these ideas 
have been considered acceptable by Israel.  If the Annapolis meeting 
takes place successfully a donors conference will take place in Paris 
in  mid  December  in  order  to  finance  each  one  of  these  economic 
initiatives  promoted  by  Blair.   We  have  already  heard  from  top 
Israeli  officials  the  first  criticisms  of  Blair's  work  with  the 
comment that "it is not very well synchronised".   This reminds us of 
similar remarks on the unsuccessful work of his predecessor James 
Wolfenson.  

For another occasion

Other  issues  that  must  reflected  upon  at  another  time  on  the 
Delegation would be the growing debate on the Israeli Arab minority, 
the specific question of East Jerusalem, the route of the wall,  the 
Israeli environmental movement,  problems with immigrant groups in 
Israel and general EU - Israel relations dealing with research, trade 
and environment


