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PEACEFUL ACTIVISTS CAUGHT IN FIGHT

By Nicole Gaouette


The Christian Science Monitor - April 28, 2003

The death of one foreign activist and serious injury of two others has

underscored the growing presence and potential of nonviolent protest in

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, even as it shows the limits of such

movements in a war zone.

Within the past six weeks, Tom Hurndall and Brian Avery were grievously

wounded by Israeli army gunfire; Rachel Corrie died confronting an army

bulldozer.

While the Israeli army and eyewitnesses give starkly divergent accounts

of those events, experts who study protest movements all say that these

events will give nonviolent activism here new momentum. "[Corrie's]

death will galvanize others," says Dr. Nancy Snow, a political

scientist at California State University, Fullerton, who studies social

movements. "They will not want her to die in vain. But you have to

understand that [in nonviolence protest movements] there will be people

who die. Outsiders can help, but they have to pass the baton to those

living there day in, day out, because you have to rebuild not only

homes but trust and respect."

The International Solidarity Movement (ISM) says its mission is to

support Palestinian nonviolent resistance by working with Palestinians

who the group says would otherwise face "harsh punishment from Israeli

forces."

But in doing so, says Dr. Snow, they face dangerous challenges from

both Israelis and Palestinians. "You have competing narratives of

violent and nonviolent resistance against Israel, that's a problem,"

says Snow. "There is always this question of whether [activists] can be

used as a ruse by those who are really committed to violent

resistance."

Snow says that a core strength of Mohandas Gandhi's movement was that

Indians were so united behind him. The picture here is far less clear.

Just over 64 percent of Palestinians support the continued use of

violence against Israel, according to a poll taken this month.

In another poll, the US-based Search for Common Ground found that 80

percent also support nonviolent resistance and 56 percent would

participate.

"Once you introduce violence, it is much harder to get away from it,"

says Lucy Nusseibeh, director of Middle East Nonviolence and Democracy

(MEND), which runs workshops for Palestinians on nonviolent activism.

"But there's an enormous interest in alternative resistance," she says.

Indeed, demand for their workshops now outstrips MEND's ability to

provide them. It is compensating by creating a radio soap opera

featuring a Palestinian who favors violence and one who favors

nonviolence.

"Nonviolence creates the space for Palestinians to reach Israelis and

... communicate," says Ms. Nusseibeh. "Fear blocks things enormously

and justifies an enormous amount of wrong. You have to address that

fear first, so that people can hear a little bit."

In the fog of the current conflict, it is easy to overlook the fact

that both sides have long used nonviolent measures. The collapse of the

peace process demoralized the Israeli left, but its members still

organize actions. Israeli and foreign activists often accompany

Palestinians during olive harvests to protect them from attacks by

Israeli settlers.

Palestinian peaceful resistance began on a large scale in 1967 with

strikes and boycotts against Israel, which had just seized the

territories. It may have culminated in the first months of the

Palestinian uprising of 1978 to 1993, with widespread nonviolent

resistance to Israel's occupation.

Since the Sept. 2000 resurgence of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,

nonviolent protest has largely been the province of women and children

demanding access to schools, food and milk during military restrictions

that confine people to their homes.

"We have found that if women and children act, it decreases the violent

response of the soldiers," says Annan Qadri, who works with

neighborhood committees in Nablus.

Even so, Snow says in conflict situations, nonviolent protesters must

remember that they will be seen as resisters and perhaps collaborators

with the enemy. "I'm sure that fear spills over to the Israeli

military," she adds, referring to the army's attitude toward the ISM.

Hostility between activists and the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) is

clear in their differing accounts of the activists' death and injuries.

Mr. Avery, an American, was shot in the face in Jenin this month. It is

unclear whether he will be able to speak or eat properly again. An ISM

activist with him at the time says they were alone with their hands

raised in the air, about 50 meters from an Israeli armored personnel

carrier when it opened fire.

The IDF says that it fired four warning shots at a blank wall in

response to the appearance of "four figures ... near the forces holding

what appeared to be Molotov cocktails."

Tom Hurndall, a Briton, was shot in the back of the head in Gaza in

April and remains in a deep coma. Activists and an Associated Press

photographer with him say that, like Mr. Avery and Corrie, he was

wearing a fluorescent orange vest. They say soldiers in a sniper tower

were shooting at them and hit Mr. Hurndall as he herded two children to

safety. IDF spokeswoman Maj. Sharon Feingold says the soldiers spotted

an armed Palestinian shooting at their post and returned fire. The

incident is still under investigation, she says.

As for Corrie, the IDF says she was not run over by their bulldozer

last month, contrary to eyewitness accounts, but crushed by blocks of

concrete in a sand pile that the bulldozer was moving. Corrie's is the

most inflammatory case, in part because there are harrowing photos of

the event. The ISM has received a torrent of hate mail in the wake of

her death, but it has also seen interest in their work soar. Where they

once received three inquiries a day, now the group gets seven to 10.

The ISM's spokesman says that applicants have no illusions about

safety. That's a good thing, says Snow. "Nonviolence doesn't mean

you'll be protected," she says, citing Mr. Gandhi's call for "soldiers"

who had the courage to fight without a knife or gun.

INTENTIONS UNCLEAR, SHARON REMAINS SPHINX OF JERUSALEM 

By Chemi Shalev

The FORWARD - April 25, 2003 Issue

Does he or doesn't he? This is the question asked most often these days

about Prime Minister Sharon. Does the Israeli leader seriously intend

to push the peace process forward, as he professes with growing vigor,

or is he just playing for time, waiting for an opportunity to abort the

process?

The signals are mixed, the evidence is conflicting and the testimonies

of those who purport to know are contradictory. A recent poll published

in the daily Yediot Aharonot showed that 60% of Israelis believe Sharon

is genuinely interested in promoting peace. But those who know him best

are divided. In the end, where the Middle East peace process is

concerned, Sharon remains the Sphinx of Jerusalem.

Sharon seems to have enjoyed keeping everyone guessing while playing

the ends against the middle. But he may have to supply some answers

soon. The deal reached this week between Yasser Arafat and his prime

minister-designate Abu Mazen means a Palestinian Cabinet may be

confirmed next week, clearing the way for President Bush to publish his

much-anticipated road map to peace. Bush's aides say they intend to

launch a new round of serious Israeli-Palestinian diplomacy involving

real concessions on both sides. If so, Sharon's juggling days could be

over.

Sharon is in a dark mood these days, his confidants report. Some

ascribe the melancholy to fears of failing health, after doctors

removed a cancerous mole from his cheek last week. Others say the

ongoing police investigation of Sharon and his sons is souring the

prime minister's spirits. But most observers believe Sharon's reported

funk is due to his realization that the time for decisions is

approaching, and that he will soon have to make up his mind one way or

another.

He has recently dropped broad hints about his willingness to leave

important parts of the West Bank, even such sacrosanct Jewish sites as

Shiloh and Beit El. But it was only a few months ago, during coalition

negotiations, that Sharon lectured Labor leader Amram Mitzna at length

on the "vital strategic importance" of Netzarim, the Gaza settlement

that is arguably the most isolated and superfluous of Jewish outposts

in the territories.

Sharon has publicly embraced President Bush's "vision" for peace,

including Palestinian statehood, and despite his reservations he has

pointedly refrained from rejecting Bush's Middle East road map to

peace. But at the same time, he has placed a new and powerful political

land mine in the way of progress, with his recent demand that the

Palestinians renounce their "right of return" as a precondition to -

rather than in the course of - serious talks.

Sharon claims he recognizes the "window of opportunity" resulting from

regional changes in the aftermath of the recent war in Iraq. But he has

shown no change on his own part in his basic mistrust of the

Palestinians, with whom a deal must be made if the opportunity is to be

seized. He stated early on that Abu Mazen was an acceptable negotiating

partner as far as Israel is concerned, but he refused to buttress the

prime-minister designate's precarious position with any Israeli

gestures in the territories. And while Abu Mazen floundered, Arafat

continued to call the shots, nearly aborting the whole process.

Not Sharon's fault, say his supporters. It's just what he had in mind,

his critics counter.

These days everyone is looking to Sharon's personal history for clues

to his future behavior, but the clues are contradictory, their

significance mainly in the eyes of the beholder. Sharon is the "father

of the settlements" and wouldn't dare abandon his offspring, say

opponents of the peace process. But it was then-defense minister Sharon

who gave the green light to then-prime minister Menachem Begin to

evacuate the Yamit settlements in the Sinai Desert in 1981, paving the

way for peace with Egypt and creating the precedent of total withdrawal

in exchange for total peace. Then again, Sharon has publicly expressed

regret for supporting the evacuation of Yamit, just as he has disowned

his own crucial role in the 1998 Wye River Agreements with Arafat,

signed by then-prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu.

Sharon is the architect of the Lebanon War, a critic of every peace

agreement signed by Israel, a champion of the eternal "iron fist." But

he was also one of the first Israeli politicians to contemplate an

independent Palestinian state, as early as 1977, when he tried to

entice ultra-dove Yossi Sarid to join his short-lived Shlomzion party.

"We do not wish to rule over another people," he often states. But he

is perennially critical of surrendering any of the land on which these

people happen to live.

Nor does the makeup of Sharon's new coalition provide conclusive

evidence one way or another. Sharon preferred the moderate Shinui over

the much more rightist Shas, but he also reneged on his pledge not to

include the far-right National Union Party in his coalition. His

current coalition is unlikely to support any sweeping concessions, even

under pressure from Washington, but Sharon has carefully kept his

options open by cultivating Labor, which seems eager to come on board

if the right walks out.

Perhaps the most important clue to Sharon's future behavior lies in his

widely accepted image as a brilliant tactician but a mediocre

strategist. According to this theory, Sharon may have some ultimate

strategic goal in mind, but what will ultimately make or break his

peace-making efforts is the real-time situation that develops on the

ground, in military, diplomatic and economic terms.

Sharon and his advisers are already busy rethinking their basic

premises in the wake of the inconclusive talks held last week in

Washington by his chief of staff, Dov Weisglass. Contrary to initial

projections and to Weisglass's own repeated assertions, the Bush

administration refused to countenance Israel's list of amendments to

the road map. Still, Israeli officials say the administration has begun

differentiating between the "presentation" of the road map, which is to

come on the heels of the installation of the new Palestinian Cabinet,

and the map's "implementation," which will require further

Israeli-Palestinian "dialogue." As long as Washington does not ask

Israel to take it or leave it, Sharon's advisers say, the prime

minister still has plenty of room to maneuver.

Sharon's aides point out that his positions on the peace process enjoy

considerable support in Congress and in the American Jewish community.

The prime minister has yet to mobilize all his political assets in the

United States, the aides say, preferring to save them as a "weapon of

last resort" if and when differences between Jerusalem and Washington

become irreconcilable.

In recent months, Sharon has linked Israel's deteriorating economy to

the continuing strife with the Palestinians, claiming that only the

solution of the latter will improve the former. But some of his

advisers claim that the Treasury's controversial new economic plan will

provide at least stopgap relief. Besides, some economic indicators show

that the aftermath of the war in Iraq might lead to a general global

recovery. That would reduce the urgency of a solution with the

Palestinians.

It appears that Sharon will make his fateful decision, to be or not to

be, only when all other options have been exhausted. His stated

preconditions of a total end to terrorism and a genuine reform in the

Palestinian Authority are still far from being realized. If and when

they are, Sharon will weigh the potential damage to relations with the

United States, the ramifications for Israel's ailing economy and the

domestic political consequences of any drastic move. Only then, if at

all, will he commit himself. Only then will history be able to decide

which of the two personalities to whom Sharon is often compared is more

fitting - Charles de Gaulle, who extricated France from Algeria, or

Yitzhak Shamir, who spent seven years making sure the peace process got

nowhere.

In any case, as even those who believe in Sharon the peacemaker admit,

he is unlikely to lead to Israel to the very final stages of

negotiations with the Palestinians. In final-status talks, most experts

agree, Israel will have to relinquish most of the territories captured

in the 1967 Six-Day War and evacuate most of the settlements built in

those territories. Sharon, even at his most generous and expansive,

appears incapable of making such drastic concessions.

Sharon, at best, can be taken for what he's worth. He appears capable

of reversing the violent trends of the last two years and of kicking

off a peace process that will include the establishment of a

provisional Palestinian state, perhaps with some symbolic removal of a

settlement or two. The rest will have to be left to the future, and to

Sharon's successors.

Sharon will then be remembered as the prime minister who relentlessly

fought the terrorism of Palestinians, forced them back to the

negotiating table and paved the way to a new era of coexistence.

Whether that is the legacy he wishes to leave behind is still, as

noted, highly uncertain.

ISRAELIS AND PALESTINIANS PREPARE FOR PEACE INITIATIVE 

By Greg Myre 

The New York Times - April 28, 2003

After months of delays, Israel and the Palestinians were gearing up

today for a new Middle East peace effort that would require both sides

to takes steps they have long resisted.

On Tuesday, the Palestinian legislature is to vote on the cabinet that

would be led by the first Palestinian prime minister, Mahmoud Abbas. If

lawmakers approve, the international peace plan is expected to be

formally introduced by the United States a day or so later.

The proposal, known as the road map, is the most ambitious one in the

31 months of Middle East bloodshed, and foreign diplomats will come to

the region in hopes of building momentum for a return to the

negotiating table.

Secretary of State Colin L. Powell is coming to the Middle East this

week for the first time in a year, though he has not yet said whether

he will visit Israel and the Palestinian areas.

There is no guarantee that this plan - backed by the United States, the

United Nations, the European Union and Russia - will fare any better

than previous proposals abandoned amid the almost daily violence. The

road map was originally set for release late last year.

Palestinians today urged adoption of the three-phase plan according to

a timetable that envisions a comprehensive peace agreement and

Palestinian statehood by 2005. Meanwhile, the Israeli cabinet discussed

its reservations, and stressed that any progress was contingent on the

Palestinians' halting the violence.

At the cabinet meeting, Dov Weisglass, the chief of Prime Minister

Ariel Sharon's office, said Israel wanted each stage to be completed

before moving to the next, and did not want the process linked to the

timetable.

The Israelis also want the United States alone to be responsible for

monitoring security issues. In addition, Israel is insisting that the

Palestinians drop their demand for the "right of return" of

Palestinians who fled or were forced from their homes in the Middle

East wars.

But Saeb Erekat, a Palestinian Cabinet minister, said: "I don't think

Israel has the right to be selective and choose only the things that it

wants. If this happens, it will kill the road map."

In the first phase, the Palestinian leadership and security forces are

required to crack down on violence, though Palestinian militants say

they will press ahead.

Israel has shunned Yasir Arafat, the Palestinian leader, saying he has

encouraged terrorism. But Mr. Sharon says he is prepared to meet Mr.

Abbas, commonly known as Abu Mazen, and he told the Israeli cabinet

today that he was committed to reaching a settlement.

"The basic idea is for us to sit down with Abu Mazen and begin

discussing how to implement the road map," said Jonathan Peled, a

spokesman for Israel's Foreign Ministry. "While we talk, both sides can

also be implementing confidence-building measures."

The Israelis foresee the Palestinians' gradually assuming security

control in parts of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank, where Israeli

forces have been operating for the last year.

But Zeev Boim, Israel's deputy defense minister, cautioned against a

hasty withdrawal of Israeli troops.

"We have to act prudently, and for the moment there is no reason to

change our policy, since we are still a long way from having a

Palestinian government able to reduce the violence," he told the army

radio.

The peace plan's first big demand on the Israelis is a freeze on

building settlements in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, where more

than 200,000 settlers live.

Israel must also dismantle illegal settlement outposts. Defense

Minister Shaul Mofaz is studying the issue, and two outposts near the

West Bank city of Hebron are likely to be removed soon, according to

the Defense Ministry.

But Peace Now, an Israeli group that opposes settlements, says that

more than 100 illegal outposts exist and that about 70 have gone up

since Mr. Sharon, a longtime patron of the settlers, came to power two

years ago.

Most illegal outposts consist of just a few trailers placed on a

hilltop, usually near an existing settlement, as settlers seek to

expand the land they control.

The Palestinians want all Jewish settlements removed, and are seeking a

state that would include the entire West Bank and the Gaza Strip, along

with a capital in traditionally Arab East Jerusalem.

In another development today, Mr. Abbas said he would not accept

invitations to foreign capitals until Israel lifted the travel

restrictions on Mr. Arafat, who is in effect confined to the West Bank

city of Ramallah.

"I will not leave the country and I will not visit anywhere before the

siege imposed on President Arafat has been lifted," Mr. Abbas told The

Associated Press.

Mr. Sharon's government has said Mr. Arafat is free to leave, but it

will not guarantee his return.

Israel and the United States have discouraged diplomats from meeting

Mr. Arafat, who has received few high-ranking visitors in the last

year.

But the Japanese foreign minister, Yoriko Kawaguchi, plans to hold

talks with Mr. Arafat, the Palestinians said today.

Mr. Abbas, meanwhile, could meet Mr. Sharon in the near future, and

President Bush said last week that Mr. Abbas would be invited to the

White House "one of these days."

But meetings abroad could damage Mr. Abbas in the eyes of Palestinians,

who may view him as a creation of the United States and Israel. They

could also anger Mr. Arafat, who has left Ramallah only once in more

than a year and rarely goes beyond the front steps of his

rocket-scorched compound.

A PATH TO ARAB DEMOCRACY 

By Marwan Muasher 

The New York Times, Opinion - April 26, 2003

It is hard to imagine a more precarious - or more promising - time in

the Middle East. Will Iraq become a secular democracy or a new

theocracy? Will the change in the Palestinian leadership usher in

needed reform and a chance for statehood and peace with Israel, or will

the revolving door of violence and enmity continue to spin? The region

hangs in the balance. The direction in which it tips will depend on the

choices made now by the Arab world, Israel and the United States. All

have responsibilities they must assume.

It is becoming clear that the Arab world needs to take the initiative

in making its political and economic systems more democratic. The

frustrations Arabs feel today - prompted by the slow pace of democratic

reform, stagnant economies and political instability: all threaten the

region's future. The moment has come for the Arab world to engage in a

homegrown, evolutionary and orderly process of democratization - one

that will respect Arab culture while at the same time giving citizens

the power to be part of the political process.

It's important to remember, though, that expecting the seeds of

democracy to blossom overnight is a simplistic assumption at best, and

a dangerous one at worst. Force-feeding democracy will lead not to

reform but to radicalization. A wiser approach would be to respect the

ability of Arab countries to take matters into their own hands.

The Arab world is ready to do this. The United Nations Arab Human

Development Report, written by Arabs and released last year, is a frank

assessment of some of the main challenges confronting us. It discusses

the expansion of political freedoms, the role of women and the

knowledge gap as key issues Arab nations need to face. This report must

be taken seriously, not defensively, by the region. This is what we

have done in Jordan, where both King Abdullah II and Queen Rania have

endorsed it as a blueprint for development.

The Arab world also needs to assume a more active role in mediating the

Arab-Israeli conflict. Arab leaders must finally take a public stand

against suicide bombings. The truth needs to be clearly stated: suicide

bombings have only hurt the Palestinian cause.

The United States has responsibilities, too. In Iraq, it cannot behave

as an occupying power if it wants to send the right signals to Iraqis

that they can freely run their country. The stay of American and

British forces there should be short. A credible, representative Iraqi

government should take over as soon as possible. Moreover, those in the

United States who call for rearranging the region would do well to stop

such talk. They are alienating Arabs and jeopardizing the efforts of

genuine reformers, who now cannot advocate democracy without being

accused of doing America's bidding.

The United States must also step up its efforts to help resolve the

Arab-Israeli conflict. Even if everything is done right in Iraq, no

action can better restore a sense of balance in people's minds that the

United States is sensitized to all the problems of the region. The

United States cannot afford to give the impression that it has no

tolerance for Palestinian inaction, but plenty of tolerance for

Israel's continued settlement expansion and for prolonging the inhumane

conditions under which the Palestinians live.

President Bush's recent statements that the plan for Middle East peace,

known as the road map, will be published soon, without modification,

are indeed welcome developments. The promise that the road map provides

to both parties - an end to the conflict, an agreed solution to the

refugee problem, collective security guarantees, a peace treaty between

all Arab states and Israel, the creation of a Palestinian state, and

Israeli withdrawal from Palestinian, Syrian and Lebanese territories

occupied in 1967 - is an honorable objective that is not, and should

not be seen as, controversial. Arabs and Israelis should stop haggling

over the details and focus on the clear objectives: a two-state

solution and a future of peace and security for all.

These are the elements of a path worth walking down, one that promises

hope to all the people in the Middle East. On this path, Arabs need to

come to terms with their own political and economic challenges; Israel

must realize it cannot continue to occupy a nation against its will;

and the United States must help to foster democracy and end the

Arab-Israeli conflict while at the same time ignoring the voices that

speak of remaking the region in a way that suggests Arabs are pawns in

a game of chess.

Marwan Muasher is foreign minister of Jordan.

ARAB DOUBTS, INSIDE AND OUT 

By Raghida Dergham 

The Washington Post, Opinion - April 27, 2003

Americans are right to be baffled by what seems like a contradictory

reaction on the part of the Arab world to the end of the Iraq war --

pleased that Saddam Hussein is gone but sullen that it was the United

States that removed him.

Arabs are sick and tired of the status quo, of living under regimes

that have resisted reform, and of the rot these societies have fallen

into. Even before the American military action, many Arab youths saw an

invasion of Iraq as a means of shaking the status quo. The great

majority of Arabs do not mourn the fall of a regime that was tyrannical

and despotic. And yet, they remained distrustful of the Bush

administration's motives for the war on Iraq and its plans for their

region.

It would be easy to dismiss this conflicted view, or to see it as an

ungrateful reaction to the American "liberation" of Iraq. Yes, Iraq has

been liberated from a despicable regime. But Iraq remains, technically,

at least, under U.S. occupation. This is a legitimate ground for such a

reaction. Americans would do well to understand that this mind-set can

mean opportunity for the United States -- or disaster.

There is a space now, as a consequence of the war, that the Americans

should cultivate: a means to build more complementary connections to

the Arab world. President Bush must carefully avoid the kinds of

missteps that would squander this chance to build qualitatively

different, solid relationships not with Arab rulers but with the next

generation of ordinary people in the region, relationships that would

serve American national objectives. This is the new burden of the Bush

administration in the region: trying to nurture trust with a people

eager for change but suspicious of American motives.

If the opportunity is lost, if the impression among Arabs in the coming

weeks and months is that America pocketed Iraq for American companies

and for Israel's sake, then the U.S. military victory in Iraq could

well become a nightmare.

The problem is wide and deep. Arabs have indulged in the culture of

complaint yet remained submissive to fate. It is as if they suffer an

acute case of depression. They lack self-respect and self-confidence.

They feel almost irrelevant. Individually, they are creative,

intelligent, innovative and daring. But collectively, except for the

Islamists, the Arab elite have refrained from offering options for

change, whether internally, regionally or toward the United States.

Always there is imported blame, someone else controlling their destiny,

while they themselves are at a loss to do anything about it. Political

institutions are banned in most Arab countries and the only

quasi-political institutions are the mosques. In such a vacuum,

religion has become the only institution, other than the powerful

military and intelligence organizations, to hold sway in much of the

region.

There is a slum mentality among inhabitants of the Arab world. They are

largely disorganized and live in corrupt systems. They crave change but

don't dare to do anything about it; they rely on someone else to do it.

The Iraqi Shiite pilgrimage last week to Karbala is a powerful example

of the kind of ambivalence many Arabs feel about the United States. But

it is also a poignant reminder of how religion can take over as a

primary driver in that region.

The pilgrimage had been banned for the past 25 years and became

possible only because the United States has rid Iraq of Hussein.

Nevertheless, on the first day, some of the pilgrims angrily called for

the occupiers to leave. Baffling as it may be to Americans, the

predominant message is: You, too, are to blame for supporting Saddam in

his war with Iran and the consequent oppression of the Shiites; you

remain the godfather of Israel; your motives are to "get" Iraq; and we

want an Islamic republic.

But this is merely a partial picture. The war's effect goes further.

America's strength only highlighted Arab weakness. Having to be

"liberated" and "freed" by someone else is shaming; that America is the

"liberator" -- the same nation seen as the "imposer" of Israel's

superiority over Arabs -- just exacerbates the sense of shame.

Still, there are signs that the Arab region may be about to awaken from

a deep sleep during which it has shunned reality. This awakening could

simply be a yawn before returning to business as usual and the vicious

circle of equivocation, corruption, weakness, complaint and

frustration. But if this awaking is real, it provides a true chance for

both Arabs and Americans to defeat extremism and forge a fundamentally

new relationship. Otherwise, there is a risk of a reckless

confrontation, fueled in both camps by extremism, arrogance and

vengeance.

Arabs have an opportunity to take hold of their destiny and to demand

that their governments better understand the necessity of reform. It's

also an opportunity for Arab moderates to engage actively and defeat

extremists. But for that to happen, moderates must be empowered. They

feel undermined by American policies toward the Palestinians and

Israelis and by the loud voices of hawks and extremists in and around

the Bush administration who have come to be seen as the voice of

American foreign policy. Arab moderates will not be able to win the

battle against Arab extremists unless the Bush administration contains

its own extremists.

What is necessary at this point is for the administration to make the

kinds of policy changes that will provide moderates with the arguments

they need to diffuse extremist rhetoric about the United States. This

would help erase the impression that the United States is frightened by

real demo-cracy for Arabs. The repeated failure of Arabs to do

something about their affairs and shape their own future, along with

continued frustration and desperation, will make them a ticking bomb

not only for themselves but for Washington.

How should the United States go about trying to create these healthier,

more trusting relationships? The challenge is huge and, not

surprisingly, it has as much to do with reality as with perception.

The Bush administration does not appear convinced that Arab public

opinion truly matters. It acts as if the "Arab street" is containable,

toothless and marginal in the larger scheme. This needs to change.

The administration also seems to believe that the president's use of

the term "Palestine" is a huge development for which Arabs are not

sufficiently grateful, whereas most Arabs view the Bush pronouncement

as lip service. Herein lies a major disconnect. As much as the region

is ready to change, it will always remain bogged down and antagonistic

toward the United States as long as the Arab-Israeli conflict remains

unresolved and America is viewed as a partner of Israel's occupation

and arrogance.

Now, after the war, matters are worse. America is seen as a "twin" to

Israel -- an occupier of Arab land, an upholder of a "preemptive"

doctrine.

Many Arabs view the Iraq war as the first step in a U.S. preemption

strategy, to be followed by Syria and Iran. The notion that Iraq should

be occupied until it becomes "stable" is interpreted as a cover for

pocketing the country and its resources. Should such perceptions

persist, the United States will slip into a quagmire and the military

victory in Iraq would fade away.

Iraq should be allowed to move as quickly as possible toward

internationally supervised elections rather than the Pentagon imposing

a leadership prefabricated in Washington. The United States must not

enhance the impression that it wants American companies to become the

neocolonialists of Iraq. With this in mind, it should withdraw from

Iraq quickly.

If Arab perception is that the United States is now an occupier of

Iraq, then there will be no confidence in American motives in the

region. There is an understanding that Israel will remain a special

strategic ally of the United States; the concern among Arabs is that

that relationship has expanded at the expense of Arab rights. The Bush

administration should keep these things in mind as it works to

strengthen ties in the region.

The American bases that are now widely assumed to be in the works for

Iraq will not become a problem if the occupation ends. Many Arab

countries host such bases, after all. The real divide is over issues:

There is the anger about U.S. policies toward Israel. There is also

anger over relations between the United States and most Arab regimes,

which are only concerned with their own survival. Such relations fly in

the face of America's professed keenness for democracy in the Arab

world. Finally, there is anger that comes from perceptions of American

arrogance and condescension toward anything Arab.

If such perceptions prevail, the resurgence of strong religious groups

in Iraq would be only a prelude to the worst for the whole region --

and for the United States.

Raghida Dergham is senior diplomatic correspondent for the London-based

Al Hayat, a pan-Arab daily newspaper.

MID-EAST PRESS CYNICAL ABOUT PEACE 

BBC (UK) - April 28, 2003

Monday's newspapers in both the Arab world and Israel are pessimistic

about the chances of peace between Israel and the Palestinians.

"While the Arab side remains doubtful that Washington is seeking an

equitable peace, even some of Israel's more liberal newspapers fear the

roadmap will cost it dearly.

We know very well that President Bush does not want democracy for the

Palestinian people. Nor does he want it for any other Arab country,

since democracy means freedom of choice. The Palestinian people chose

Arafat as their president, but the US president did not respect their

choice. Instead, he pressurised the Palestinians and their leadership

to choose a prime minister... we will not be surprised if in the near

future he chooses for us the Palestinian nation he wants."

Al-Quds Al-Arabi - London-based.

"The outcome of US policies on the Middle East since George Bush came

to power about three years ago was to allow Ariel Sharon and his

government to occupy the West Bank and Gaza, to do everything he

wanted: killings, imprisonment, expulsions, blowing up of residential

houses, confiscation of land, restrictions on people's movements, and

confining hundreds in military camps and transforming Palestine

generally into an unbearable hell."

Al-Hayat - London-based.

"Like other Israeli prime ministers before him, Sharon is ready to give

up real assets and security in return for a piece of paper... Sharon

will sign a peace agreement with Abu Mazen's 'Weimar Republic', collect

his Nobel peace prize, and retire to the Sycamore ranch. This will not

be a peace agreement but, at the most, a temporary cease-fire."

Ma'ariv commentator - Israel.

"In one of the refugee camps now sits the man who holds the real key to

the 'roadmap' - a single potential suicide bomber who with perfect

timing will blow to pieces himself, his surroundings, and the meagre

hopes of changing the situation. Sharon needs to deprive the sworn

terrorists of the veto right he placed in their hands when he assumed

power and tell the public that there is no other way."

Ma'ariv commentator - Israel.

"Half of the ministers in Abu Mazin's government are Arafat loyalists.

Security affairs were left in the hands of the PLO head and he

continues to guide policies behind the scenes. In these circumstances,

matters need clarification, not only in Jerusalem, but also in

Washington. The time has not come for publication of the roadmap. The

hour is not ripe and not fit for this."

Hatzofe - Israel.

"It is spring, the war in Iraq is over, and US Secretary of State Colin

Powell is heading for the region. Rather than get bogged down in the

details of the roadmap, the overarching course Bush should take is to

do something very 'unevenhanded' and say the truth: Israel is a

democracy that wants peace and it is the unconditional obligation of

the Arab world to end its century of war against the only Jewish

state."

Jerusalem Post - Israel.

"It is unnecessary - indeed unwise - of Israel to try to keep the

international community out of the reconciliation efforts in our

region. However, the international community in general and the Quartet

members in particular have a clear interest in keeping Arafat away from

the centres of power and decision making in the Palestinian Authority."

Ha'aretz - Israel.

"The US administration and Israel will never succeed in overturning

Arafat's policies and they will never succeed in marginalizing the

Palestinian symbol [Arafat] because he is the only one who has the

support of the Palestinians."

Al-Hayat al-Jadidah - Palestinian.

"Bush is in a strong powerful position therefore he should make efforts

to bring about peace in the Middle East."

Al-Quds - Palestinian.

I WON'T TRAVEL UNTIL ARAFAT CAN, SAYS PM-TO-BE 

By Conal Urquhart 

The Guardian (UK) - April 28, 2003

The Palestinian prime minster designate, Mahmoud Abbas, has said he

will turn down invitations to Washington DC and other foreign cities

until Yasser Arafat is given freedom of movement by the Israelis.

President George Bush has said he will invite Mr Abbas, who is more

familiarly known as Abu Mazen, to the US capital if the Palestinian

parliament approves his government this week.

"I will not travel anywhere before Israel lifts a siege on President

Arafat so that we can get a guarantee he will be able to go abroad and

come back freely without Israeli objection," Mr Abbas said.

Mr Arafat has been confined to his headquarters in Ramallah for almost

a year. He has been placed under direct siege twice by the Israeli

army, which demolished most of the buildings in the compound.

The leader rarely leaves his office for fear of arrest. He occasionally

goes to Friday prayers at a Ramallah mosque but his only real exercise

is the use of an exercise bike.

It is understood that Omar Suleiman, the head of Egypt's intelligence

service, assured Mr Arafat that if he agreed to Mr Abbas's cabinet, his

safety would be assured and his freedom to travel and return to

Ramallah would be permitted.

But the office of Ariel Sharon, the Israeli prime minister, issued a

statement denying that it had agreed to any change in Mr Arafat's

status.

The Israeli government considered effectively banning ministers from

other countries from meeting Mr Arafat but decided yesterday it would

limit itself to informing them that it views such meetings in a grave

light. Ministers who do see Mr Arafat may find it difficult to get

appointments with their Israeli counterparts.

Mr Sharon will not meet the Japanese foreign minister, Yoriko

Kawaguchi, who arrived yesterday to meet Mr Arafat. She will, however,

meet Silvan Shalom, the foreign minister. It is reported that she

refused a request by the US secretary of state, Colin Powell, to call

off the Arafat meeting.

ENTER ABBAS 

By Graham Usher 

Middle East International (UK) - April 25, 2003 Issue

Wreathed in the garlands of victory, on 8 April President Bush stole a

brief glance at the region's other black hole. "I am pleased with the

new leader [sic] of the Palestinian Authority [meaning, Mahmud Abbas,

the PA's prime minister-designate]," he said, standing beside an

approving Tony Blair in Belfast. "I look forward to him finally putting

his cabinet in place so we can release the road-map," the latest

diplomatic plan aimed at draining the quagmire of the

Israeli-Palestinian conflict, this time by the year 2005.

Five hours later two Israeli F-16 fighter jets flew over Gaza city,

firing two missiles at a civilian car in the densely populated Zaytun

district. Two Palestinians were killed, one of them a senior Hamas

military leader, Said al-Arabed. As Palestinians tried to extract the

corpses from the wreck, another missile hit, killing five, including

two children, said eyewitnesses.

Hamas fired Qassam rockets into Israel, harming no one, and Israel sent

tanks into northern Gaza. Five more Palestinians were killed in the

incursion, including a Hamas fighter, a PA policeman and a 16-year-old

boy. There were no Israeli casualties.

The next morning two soldiers and two Palestinian guerrillas were shot

dead in an ambush on a military base in the Jordan Valley, a joint

operation claimed by Fatah's dissident al-Aqsa Brigade and the Popular

Front for the Liberation of Palestine. That afternoon

helicopter-gunships fired on and killed Mahmud Zatma, a military leader

in Islamic Jihad, in a car in Gaza. Two Fatah activists were also shot

dead at an army checkpoint in Tulkarm.

Seventeen Palestinians and two Israelis dead: 48 hours after Bush and

Blair announced their mutual commitment to the "road-map toward peace".

Rarely has the chasm between transatlantic vision and Palestinian

reality been more accurately spanned. Rarely has the task facing "the

new leader of the PA" been more graphically exposed, as he tries to

convince his people that "calm", reform and the road-map can bridge the

divide.

Prior to Bush's reaffirmation, Mahmud Abbas (Abu Mazen) had spent the

week in Gaza, consulting faction leaders, legislators and businessmen

on the formation of his new government. According to his audiences, he

had three messages. Yes to the rule of law and an end to corruption in

the Palestinian Authority, but no to a plurality of armed authorities,

warning darkly that "force" would be used against those who defy the

Palestinian leadership.

But his insistent call was about Palestinian strategy, post-Iraq: the

road-map, he said, coupled with a unilateral Palestinian cease-fire,

was now the only means the Palestinians had to rally the world to force

the Israeli army out of the reoccupied Palestinian areas and restore

the PA to some form of functioning government. Ending the "armed

intifada", he was convinced, would hasten the fall of the Sharon

government.

He had a hard time being heard, and not only because of the din of

Israel's actions in the Occupied Territories. Hamas, Islamic Jihad and

the PFLP all refused positions in the new government on the grounds

that its mandate had expired and could only be renewed through

elections. Palestinian law-makers said the only way public confidence

could be rebuilt in the PA was if Abbas "had the power to change the

entire government", something improbable, said one, since "he comes

from the same leadership group that failed us".

As for the cease-fire, the Aqsa Brigade and Islamic Jihad were

dismissive. Hamas was conditional. "If Abu Mazen can get the Israeli

army to leave our cities and end the assassinations, Hamas will do its

bit to help him. If not, the Palestinians will resist the occupation

and Hamas will lead the resistance," said one of its leaders.

But Abbas' most difficult tussle was over satisfying the competing

streams within Fatah. One clear fracture was over who gets the Interior

Ministry, responsible for drumming some order into the PA's dissolute

security forces.

Some in Fatah wanted the job to go to former Gaza head of the

Preventive Security Force, Muhammad Dahlan. He is the preferred

candidate also of the CIA, Egypt and Saudi Arabia, which, according to

the road-map, will help "restructure" the PA police forces. Due to

these affiliations, he is viewed with deep suspicion by the Fatah old

guard, including the present interior minister, Hani al-Hassan.

Yaser Arafat, publicly, stood above the fray, advising only that Abbas

not make "dramatic changes" to the government, according to one

minister.

That advice was not heeded, at least not enough to either Arafat or the

Fatah leadership's liking.

On 13 April Abbas' new cabinet was leaked to the media. Accommodating

to the various powers, he appointed himself interior minister, with

Dahlan granted the new post of minister of state for interior affairs.

Ministers loyal to Arafat but unpopular, such as Nabil Sha'th, Yaser

Abd Rabbu and Saeb Urayqat, were either reshuffled or demoted, while

Abbas' own supporters within Fatah were brought in, with Nabil Amr made

information minister and Hakam Balawi appointed cabinet secretary.

There was also a sprinkling of "professional" appointments, with the

lawyer Abd al-Karim Abu Salah given the post of justice minister and

the physician Kamal Sharafi made health minister.

But there was no place for Hani al-Hassan, or for such other veteran

Fatah leaders as Intisar al Wazir (Um Jihad) and the former cabinet

secretary, Ahmad Abd al-Rahman, both staunch Arafat loyalists. On 13

April a meeting of the Fatah Central Council convened to approve the

cabinet was abruptly cancelled, amid rumours that "Arafat would not let

the new government pass", and general accusations from the Fatah old

guard that "Abu Mazen did not consult widely enough". Meetings were

being held as MEI went to press between Abbas and Arafat to square the

various circles in Fatah.

The circles will almost certainly be joined. And this is because the

divisions are not substantive ones over policy, since all - from Dahlan

to Hassan to Arafat - have endorsed the road-map and Abbas' strategy.

The struggle is, rather, over who among Fatah's fractious ranks will

lead the government that maps the road to realize the strategy, which,

in the belief of one legislator, boils down to "saving the PA".

The deeper question is whether the strategy will work. On 13 April

Ariel Sharon gave an interview to Ha'aretz newspaper. He agreed that

"Abu Mazen understands that it is impossible to vanquish Israel by

terrorism". He averred that "the moment a Palestinian state is formed I

plan to begin working with it". But he implied that, in exchange for

the establishment of a provisional Palestinian state, the PA would have

to renounce the right of return for Palestinian refugees, a decision no

Palestinian leadership could make, "reformed" or otherwise.

Moreover, Sharon wanted any discussion of a settlement freeze or

dismantling of the settlement outposts - both scheduled to be part of

the first phase of the road-map - to be deferred until the final status

talks some time in 2005.

He has also sent aides to Washington to have these and 13 other

"principles" agreed before the roadmap is published. Nor did he give

any indication that he would let up on a military offensive that,

during the course of the Iraq war, left over 30 Palestinian dead,

dozens of Palestinian homes razed and scores of Palestinians detained.

And this is the fundamental flaw in Abbas' strategy, says one PA

minister. If the US either explicitly or implicitly bows to Israel's

demands or fails to act to curb Israel's military actions in the

Occupied Territories, then "we will not be at the beginning of the

road-map but at the end. The leadership may not say this openly. But

that will be the consequence. And that will be a setback for Abu Mazen

and a huge problem for the Palestinians."

JERUSALEM IS STILL THE REAL ISSUE 

By Danny Rubinstein 

Haaretz, Opinion (Israel) - April 28, 2003

Amid all the hubbub over the new Palestinian government, the upcoming

publication of the road map and the rest of the daily tribulations in

the West Bank and Gaza, the PLO's executive committee found time last

week to hold a discussion and make the expected decision demanding

Jerusalem's Arabs boycott the upcoming elections for mayor of the city.

The executive committee, chaired by Yasser Arafat in Ramallah,

discussed Jerusalem among other reasons because this past weekend, the

Eastern Orthodox church celebrated its Easter Holy Fire rite. This key

holiday for the church is marked by ceremonies at the Church of the

Holy Sepulcher and on the Via Dolorosa. As in the past, Arafat sent his

representatives to the Christian ceremonies in Jerusalem.

Jerusalem's Arabs have been boycotting the municipal elections since

1967. The estimated 230,000 Arabs of the city are not citizens of

Israel, but as permanent residents of the city they have Israeli ID

cards that give them the right to vote in city elections. The boycott

is the result of Palestinian refusal to recognize the 1967 annexation

of the eastern part of the city to the State of Israel. All Arab and

Palestinian publications refer to the Old City and the Arab

neighborhoods of East Jerusalem as "occupied Jerusalem." Often, they

refuse to even use the term Jerusalem Municipality, and instead call it

by the mayor's name, like "the Kollek municipality" or in recent years,

"the Olmert municipality."

In the past there have been a few Arabs who raised the idea of

participating in the elections, to improve conditions in Arab

neighborhoods. Jerusalem's Arabs are a little more than a third of the

population and if they were to vote en masse, they wouldn't be able to

elect one of their own as mayor but they could certainly determine

which Jewish candidate is elected. All those proposals quickly fell

because it was clear that participating in the elections would be

understood to be Arab recognition of the annexation of the eastern part

of the city to the State of Israel.

Looking back, it is no accident Jerusalem was the main obstacle at Camp

David. The further we get from 1948, the more the impression of the

refugee problem is blurred, but the opposite is true in the case of

Jerusalem. With the collapse of an important part of social secular

ideology, the Muslim world (and perhaps the world in general) is

becoming more religious, turning the holy city of Jerusalem into a

major obstacle on the way to an agreement.

Palestinian spokesmen often say that of all the controversial issues,

Jerusalem is one where they don't even have a mandate for discussions.

For hundreds of millions of Muslims, it doesn't matter if Arafat and

Abu Mazen concede to Israel on issues like settlements or borders and

refugees. But they won't allow them to give up on Jerusalem because Al

Quds, al-Sharif and Al Aqsa are not Palestinian or even Arab property.

Andrew White, a Church of England leader who often visits the city,

recently declared that Oslo was doomed to fail because it was a secular

agreement, made by secular people, while it is the Holy Land and the

Holy City at stake.

That's evident in the day-to-day life of the city. While the Jews of

Israel mostly stay away from the city, Christian tourists have ceased

arriving, and the West Bankers and Gazans are prohibited from visiting,

every weekend tens of thousands of Israeli Muslim citizens arrive on

board buses. It's an amazing sight. Hundreds of buses parked every

Saturday around the walls of the Old City, Israeli Arabs by the

thousands arriving to pray at Al Aqsa, filling the alleys of the

markets of the Old City. The Islamic Movement subsidizes the price of

the bus ticket. With a little exaggeration it could be said that under

the current political circumstances, Jerusalem is now a kind of capital

for Israeli Arabs more than for any other community in the country.

AS DIFFERENT AS CHALK AND CHEESE

By Danny Rubinstein 

Haaretz, Feature (Israel) - April 28, 2003 

The power struggle between Yasser Arafat and Mahmoud Abbas (Abu Mazen)

can be regarded as another stage in the democratization of Palestinian

political life. There was no violence between the two competing for

positions of power. There were elements of typical leadership struggles

in which a senior leader (Arafat) doesn't want to cede power.

In neighboring Arab countries, one practically doesn't see relatively

restrained, publicly reported power struggles for the leadership as

took place in the Palestinian Authority in the last two weeks. Some of

those states are kingdoms but even among the republics a new form of

government, "a republican kingdom," has evolved, meaning a republic

that is ruled by heirs, as in a monarchy.

The best known example is Syria, where Hafez Assad left the regime to

his son Bashar. The same system was supposed to take place in Saddam

Hussein's Iraq, and the political gossip in the Arab world speculates

that Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak is grooming his son for the

presidency. Political scientists have even come up with an Arabic word

for it, "Jamalochia," combining jamariya (republic) with monarchy.

Quite a few Palestinians say that if Arafat had a son, he would have

been the candidate to replace him.

Despite the publicity given to the power struggle between Arafat and

Abu Mazen, most of the struggle actually took place in secret. Most of

the reports about what has going on in the various meetings were quite

limited in scope, and there was limited coverage of the events in the

Arab and international press, while the Palestinian press practically

ignored it and published very few and mostly partial items about it.

The Palestinian political culture prefers to keep such matters modest.

The rival camps also made, relatively speaking, very little use of the

media.

There are major differences between the two men. There was the senior

leader, Arafat, the "founding father" of Palestinian nationalism, known

popularly by a host of adoring names. More than anything, he is a

symbol of the struggle, embodying and personifying the national

aspirations. When he arrived in Gaza in 1994 to build the PA, there

were those who wrote in the Palestinian press, "The sun of Arafat is

shining down on the homeland." Arafat is the man without a private

life, who lives in his office, surrounded by his loyalists and without

a normal family life. Everything is for the Palestinian cause.

On the other side is Abu Mazen, the complete opposite. Introverted,

without a band of loyalists, rarely consults, a man of no glamour and

nearly without any of the ambitions that usually turns someone into

Number 1. He has private business affairs and a solid family life,

though most of the family is overseas.

The family matter is of supreme importance in Palestinian politics.

Most of the political activists in the PA rely on extensive family

connections, starting with the nuclear family, but often extending to

tribe and clan, and often numbering in the hundreds. Nearly all the

members of the parliament elected in 1996 represent districts where

their clans or tribes are concentrated. Usually, it's the village or

the refugee camp where the family arrived in 1948. It's easy for a

Palestinian politician to recruit loyalists from the extended family

and they use them the way Israeli politicians use their "camps,"

meaning as a club of loyalists.

That's the paradigm for Palestinian politics. Nabil Sha'ath is a good

example. The foreign minister in the new government is 65, and grew up

in the Jaffa of the British Mandate. He was educated in Egypt and the

U.S., settled in Cairo and received Egyptian citizenship. He

established a prosperous engineering company in Cairo, and at the same

time became active in Palestine Liberation Organization politics. He

ran for election in 1996 from Khan Yunis, even though he never lived

there. But his family was from Khan Yunis before they moved to Jaffa,

and there are hundreds and perhaps thousands of Sha'aths in Khan Yunis.

They elected him to the PLC and he presumably pays them back, as

politicians do.

In nearly every Palestinian ministry, there are relatives of the

minister, the director-general and the senior staff (often from the

same family). It's difficult to measure but it seems the senior

Palestinian official's commitment is often greater to his family than a

Haredi MK's to his rabbi and constituency.

As in many traditional societies, individual rights are always linked

to broader groups, meaning the family. Society denies the individual

even the most basic right to choose a spouse (various polls show that

nearly half the marriages in Palestinian society are within the clan,

usually between second and third cousins). A society that dictates a

spouse to someone certainly can dictate whom to vote for in an

election.

Abu Mazen does not have family here. He was born in Safed and his

family moved to Syria in 1948, where he grew up and went to school.

Then he moved to Qatar, was a founding member of Fatah and gradually

became a businessman and adviser to the rulers of tiny Qatar. He never

built a power base, clan or otherwise, in Palestinian society. He

didn't need to, because it never occurred to him that he would run for

election. When asked in 1996 why he was not running for the PLC, he

said, "I belong to the historic leadership," the political aristocracy

that didn't need the voters for a place in the leadership.

He was pulled into the power struggles with Arafat almost despite his

wishes, responding to calls by his veteran friends in the PLO and the

Fatah leadership, backed up by international statesmen, who asked him

to take on the job. Almost on his own, he prepared a list of people he

believed appropriate for a Palestinian government and brought it to

Arafat, besieged in the Muqata. Arafat, who has been hearing from every

direction that the appointment of a prime minister was meant to depose

him, took one look at the list and decided to declare war on Abu Mazen.

He used all his known methods and intrigues. He leaked the list to the

media, which shook a hornet's nest of frustration and jealousy from

those who were not on the list. Then he convened marathon sessions of

committees and councils and invited many to participate. Everyone

wanted to talk, and everyone had comments and arguments and complaints.

Arafat intervened over and over again, raising new issues and names,

often names and issues that had already been discussed.

After a few meetings like that Abu Mazen got fed up. He shut himself in

his Ramallah home and refused to see most of the mediators who appealed

to him. Those who did gain entrance heard that he would gladly give up

the headache, that he had no interest in quarreling with Arafat and

certainly not inheriting from him - so they can manage without him.

The end of the affair came with Egyptian mediation, with Arafat's

giving up on the main issue of contention, Mohammad Dahlan's

appointment as security chief. It might not have been a democratic

celebration but within the limits of a traditional society and

Palestinian political culture, it certainly was an important watershed

on the way.

TEST THE ROADMAP 

Lead Editorial 

The Jordan Times (Jordan) - April 28, 2003

With the Palestinian Cabinet formation under prime ministerdesignate

Mahmoud Abbas overcoming its first, and actually most difficult hurdle

- approval by Chairman Arafat - the rough road seems to be finally

paved for the final confirmation of the first ever full Palestinian

Cabinet, with a prime minister this time, by the Palestinian National

Council.

The demand for the creation of the post of prime minister as part of

the Palestinian Authority political structure has been repeatedly

stressed by the international community as part of the demand for

reforming the authority's questionable performance. But it particularly

targeted the dilution of the authority of Arafat himself in the face of

more radical calls from the United States for his outright removal.

Recently, both the US and Britain, confirmed their commitment to

redirect attention to the Arab-Israeli conflict once the war on Iraq

was over and the new prime minister was firmly confirmed in place. The

first promised step, which should be expected now that the stated

prerequisites have been fully met, is the publication of the roadmap.

This holds a real promise and indeed a welcome exit from the raging

cycle of violence which has so far defied all efforts to control it in

the absence of any political horizon for the deadlocked situation, and

the mounting desperation amongst the occupied Palestinians whose

legitimate aspirations for liberation and peace have been only

confronted by more Israeli suppression and brute, indiscriminate and

excessive use of force.

One could argue that the roadmap, which is the product of a year-long

effort by the Quartet composed of the UN, US, Russia and EU, is by no

means perfect. It has major drawbacks in the sense that it also delays

many of the essential issues of the conflict until later, and delay has

empirically proved detrimental for previous plans, Oslo in particular,

which opted for evading rather than addressing the real issues thus

granting more time for Israel to create further irreversible facts on

the ground.

Nevertheless, it must also be realistically recognised that the present

initiative for the first time calls for the creation of an independent

and a viable Palestinian state. And to have the US, and the US

president himself clearly committed to this goal is no doubt of

particular historic significance. This promise should be tested, and

all regional and local efforts should combine to support it and make it

work.

It is well-known that Israel has been vigorously active in opposing the

intended publication, let alone implementation, of the roadmap. It is

particularly opposed to two of its most significant elements;

Palestinian statehood, and a freeze on expanding or building more

Israeli settlements. It is obvious, therefore, that Israel would

welcome any action from the Palestinian or Arab side to obstruct this

move. The new surge of violence is certain to play into the hands of

the Israeli hardliners and will support their persistent demand that

"Palestinian violence" should be dealt with first and before any other

parts of the roadmap can be implemented.

The gravity of the situation in the region dictates a lot of wisdom, a

lot of patience and a great deal of pragmatic understanding of the

present complex nature of the international scene.

Bearing this in mind, and regardless of any legitimate reservations on

the current initiative the best course maybe is to give it a chance.

UNDERCUTTING ARAFAT 

Lead Editorial 

Arab News (Saudi Arabia) - April 28, 2003

It is now all but certain that the road map to Middle East peace will

be unveiled sometime this week. The new Palestinian Prime Minister

Mahmoud Abbas and his Cabinet are widely expected to be confirmed in a

special session tomorrow in Ramallah. Such an appointment was a

prerequisite for the United States to trigger publication of the road

map which, despite its many flaws, is widely seen as being the best

hope for ending the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. But even before the

road map is officially unveiled, there is the extremely disturbing

position that the United States has taken toward Palestine President

Yasser Arafat. The Bush administration is pressing nations to cut back

diplomatic contacts with Arafat in an unprecedented attempt to undercut

his authority.

Not only is US Secretary of State Colin Powell expected to snub Arafat

when he starts his Middle East tour next week, for example, but an

effort is well under way to persuade other nations to cut off contact

as well. A test of this policy may come over the weekend, with the

visit of the Japanese Foreign Minister Yoriko Kawaguchi to Israel.

Kawaguchi is being told that if she meets with Arafat she may not be

able to meet with Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon. Other Bush

administration officials are sounding the rallying cry to boycott

Arafat. The US assistant secretary of state for European affairs,

Elizabeth Jones, has said European leaders should stop visiting Arafat

if they want to help the Middle East peace process. "The more European

prime ministers go visit Arafat, the more Arafat will feel tempted to

interfere in a negative way (in the establishment of a new Palestinian

government)," was Jones' argument. This needs some explaining. In the

meantime, she suggested the following: Arafat must understand that he

is no longer in charge and that Abbas is. Naturally, Israel has also

sought to convince diplomatic visitors not to meet with Arafat and hold

talks only with Abbas. Foreign Minister Silvan Shalom argues that his

foreign counterparts due to visit the region in coming weeks "have no

reason whatsoever to meet with Arafat since Israel refuses to talk to

him" and considers him "irrelevant." So unhappy is the Israeli

leadership with the attention Arafat has been getting from foreign

powers lately that Shalom and Sharon are due to discuss what measures

to take against those who insist on visiting him.

However, Arafat has his supporters. The European Commission has

rebuffed the US call to shun him, saying the European Union would talk

to whomever it wanted to. Its stand is that who it contacts or who it

doesn't is its business alone. In the bigger picture, the row over

sidelining Arafat has prompted the European Union to insist that its

role in the Middle East is no less important than that of the United

States. It is adamant that the United States does not have sole

ownership of the road map. Although quite frequently it is said that

this is America's road map, it is not the property of one country. It

is the road map of the Quartet. And it is one which needs Arafat if it

is to be implemented. Arafat remains president of the Palestinians and,

notwithstanding a new prime minister, his legitimacy as leader remains

undiminished. He remains the political and moral authority of the

Palestinian people and neither the United States nor Israel can change

that.
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