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U.S. President George W. Bush's adoption of Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon's plan and policy puts Palestinians before two basic options: The option of pulling out of the peace process formally, replacing negotiations with a unified Intifada and a strategy of resistance for both Palestinian factions and the Palestinian Authority. This option cancels out, practically, the Palestinian Authority and takes up a strategy that might succeed in eliminating the occupation but might instead lead to a full Israeli war on the Palestinians that could result in their collective displacement from the occupied territories as well as from Israel. The other option is to be satisfied with the little possible in the pocket rather than with the big impossible in the imagination. Such choice would require shocking both the U.S. and Israel with a solidarity between Palestinian factions and the Palestinian Authority in welcoming Bush's letter to Sharon, facilitating Israeli withdrawal from Gaza and settlements in the West bank while demanding assurances and international guarantees for the emergence of a Palestinian State the near future as well as for the protection of Palestinians inside Israel and of their rights. Neither of the options is easy. The common denominator between them is the unity of the Palestinian decision. It is most important for Palestinians, at this point, to review their options in depth so that they come out with decisions that are not contradictory and with a long-term strategy.

There are many reasons for disappointment and distress at the results of the meeting between Bush and Sharon a couple of days ago. The Israeli Prime Minister received written assurances and guarantees never offered before by any American President. 

Here are some samples:

-George W. Bush erased unilaterally UN Resolution 194 which gave Palestinian refugees the right to compensation and return to their homes. He ruled out the 'right of return' even from negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians and prejudged the Final Status in the name of the Jewish identity of Israel and demographic considerations which may threaten that identity, In his letter to Sharon, Bush said that a solution to the Palestinian refugee issue will need to be found through the establishment of a Palestinian State, and the settling of Palestinian refugees there, rather than in Israel.
-The American President bestowed an unprecedented legitimacy on the Israeli principle of settling in a fundamental shift from American policy that considered settlements, until two days ago, an 'obstacle' to peace. He granted Israel the right to retain settlements in the West Bank and bowed before the de-facto notion imposed deliberately by Israel when it built the belt of settlements around Jerusalem.
-George W. Bush prejudged the negotiations on the final status and ruled out Israeli withdrawal to the 1967 borders. In his letter to Sharon, he said "it is unrealistic to expect that the outcome of the final status negotiations will be a full and complete return to the armistice lines of 1949." He added, as if in self-defense, "all previous efforts to negotiate a two-state solution have reached the same conclusion," in an implicit reference to what is called "Clinton's Parameters" presented by the former American President.

Among the most dangerous and the worst in what Bush did is that he simultaneously blessed Israeli settlements while he stoned the return of the displaced Palestinians to Israel. In that, the American President robbed Palestinians from the card of quid per quo between not implementing the right of return and eliminating settlements. He was indeed very biased and acted exclusively as an ally of Israel, not as a sponsor of the Peace Process.

The importance of the alliance was rather clear in Bush's letter to Sharon, which emphasized the United States' commitment to the security of Israel and to "strengthen Israel's capability to deter and defend itself." He emphasized that "Israel will retain its right to defend itself against terrorism, including to take actions against terrorist organization."

This last sentence appears to give a green light for Israel to go on with its policy of preemptive assassinations, which Ariel Sharon launched with the assassination of Hamas leader Sheikh Ahmed Yassin and threatened to apply it to Palestinian President Yasser Arafat and Hezbollah leader Sheikh Hassan Nasrallah.

The letter further reinforces the U.S.'s continued search for a "new leadership" 
dedicated to "dismantling terrorist organizations."

Despite all that, the American President's letter of assurances and guarantees to the Israeli Prime Minister contains what could be considered positive:

-The letter started out with reiterating Bush's commitment to the "vision of two states" as well as to the Road Map as the route to get there. It said the United States remains committed to my vision and to its implementation as described in the Road Map.
-Bush clarified repeatedly in his letter to Sharon his commitment to the emergence of a Palestinian state and said as you know, the United States supports the establishment of a Palestinian state that is viable, contiguous, sovereign, and independent, so that Palestinian people can build their own future in accordance with my visions set forth in June 2002 and with the path set forth in the Road Map.
-Bush in his letter to Sharon pointed out that certain responsibilities face the State of Israel among these, your government has stated that the barrier being erected by Israel should be a security rather than political barrier, should be temporary rather than permanent, and therefore not prejudge any final status issues including final borders, and its route shall take into account, consistent with security needs, its impact on Palestinians not engaged in terrorist activities.

These elements will be welcomed by members of the Quartet- which includes the European Union, the United Nations, Russia and the United States- because it kept the Quartet alive and put the Israeli withdrawal in the context of the Road Map as far as the American point of view is concerned.

Some members of the Quartet already had found in Sharon's initiative to withdraw from Gaza and take out settlements in the West Bank an opportunity that should be utilized. Their view is that never has any Israeli Prime Minister been "courageous" enough to take such a step, and that dismantling even one settlement as a governmental policy creates "dynamics" that could lead to what is considered now unlikely could lead to the establishment of the Palestinian State.

Those who hold this view agree with the American demand that the Palestinian Authority and Arab countries should facilitate the implementation of Sharon's disengagement plan in Gaza and withdrawal from settlements in the West Bank; that they should also respond to Sharon's project with their own comprehensive project.

But there is another point of view amongst the parties of the Quartet that fear what Bush's statements, guarantees and promises to Sharon would provoke of Arab and Palestinian reactions.

Egyptian President Husni Mubarak promised the American President that he would work to fill the vacuum in the aftermath of Israel's withdrawal from Gaza by "training the [Palestinian] police, by giving them advice, by sending in some groups to make plans for them to work." He also said he would work with the Palestinian factions and invite them again to Egypt "to ask to help stability in Gaza for a continuation for more withdrawal."

George Bush wants much more than that. He believes that all "states in the region have special responsibilities," as his letter states, "to support the building of the institutions of a Palestinian state; to fight terrorism, and cut off all forms of assistance to individual and groups engaged in terrorism; and to begin now to move toward more normal relations with the State of Israel. These actions would be true contributions to building peace in the region."

What George W. Bush is betting on in his policies towards Iraq and the Palestinian Israeli conflict is that Arab parties, governments and public opinion, do not have alternatives to his offers. He is betting on continuation of rhetorical anger, no more, in the Arab "street" and amongst the Arab elite. Such anger is passing and unthreatening in the view of his Administration. He is betting that it's too late for Arab "unity" in response to any of his proposals, that the priority for governments remains the survival of the regimes, and that divisions are in the very infrastructure of the Arab arena.

What he risks is exactly what Bush refuses to admit: committing mistakes. He is a man who neither admits a mistake nor retreats from a path he has chosen. He is an American President who put Iraq and the Palestinian issue in the context of war on terrorism and will not recognize his policies that inflame emotions in a manner as dangerous as terrorist operations. He is either unable or unwilling to do so or he may be convinced that this is impossible while his policies are in fact reproducing a big number of volunteers for suicide operations.

What Arab parties should not ignore is that the letter of assurances that George W. Bush signed will tie the hands of the democratic candidate John Kerry should he reach the White House. That is why it's a mistake to consider the letter insignificant, should Bush lose the elections.

That is why, when examining Palestinian and Arab decisions, it's imperative not to stop at anger with Bush or despise for what he's done acting as if the future will be better if he's out of office. What Sharon has done, with the assistance of those who are influential in making American foreign policies, is a coup d?etat in American foreign policy, which Kerry will not be able to back away from easily.

Therefore, back to options, what faces the Palestinian leadership and the Palestinian public opinion is a detrimental and difficult decision.

There may be benefits in unifying behind the option of resistance that might lead to the elimination of the occupation and to getting to a Palestinian State by force. But this strategy might lead to exactly the opposite result.

There may not be obvious benefits in unifying Palestinians in a strategy of "pocket and demand" which is likely to lead to a Palestinian State unlike the one agreed to by the Palestinian Authority and Arab governments whose boundaries lie in Israel's full withdrawal from the territories occupied in 1967.

But if the Palestinians decide that negotiations are the path to the establishment of Palestine, it's useful that they remember that no one realistically expected during the negotiations that Israel withdraw to the 1967 borders; no one expected implementing the "right of return" to Israel except for few hundreds. Furthermore, aborting the Israeli idea of a "transfer" [by massive displacement of Palestinians], must have a consistent comprehensive strategy. Instead of displacing a million Palestinians who live inside Israel, in addition to the displacement of Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza, it may be beneficial to take advantage of an Israeli withdrawal even though incomplete and disjointed because it could be an opening to getting rid of occupation and to a Palestinian State.

The decision is a Palestinian decision exclusively. It would be wrong to repeat banking on a coup d'état in the Arab mind and decision, be it at the level of government or people.
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