The Palestinian Crisis: Stuck between the Israeli pincers and Syrian-Iranian interests

Raghida Dergham - New York - 06/30/2006

(Translated by Maha Al-Azar)

The decision by Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert to reoccupy the Gaza strip in response to the kidnapping of an Israeli soldier reveals his lack of self-confidence and proves the failure of the unilateral disengagement plan which he wants to implement in the West Bank after his predecessor had imposed it on Gaza. This clumsy decision is one in a series of disappointing stances taken by Olmert since he ascended to power. The most notable of those stances was his avoiding the option of negotiations and his escape from partnership with the Palestinian leadership which is constitutionally empowered to negotiate with him and which is represented by President Mahmud Abbas. Olmert finds in Hamas the de facto partner on the ground that provides him with the excuse to run away from negotiations and which also provides him with the justification for military revenge, thus enabling him to mobilize international support behind him while he is massacring Palestinians, destroying their infrastructure, and tightening the economic siege to the extent of causing starvation. The Palestinians are paying a humongous tax for the de facto partnership between Israel and Hamas and its other allies from among organizations and states, with Iran and Syria topping the list. The developments, specifically those taking place this week, brought the Syria’s direct role in the Palestinian issue to the forefront and led Israel to direct a warning to Syria whose response will have regional repercussions. 

While it is likely that the crisis of the Israeli soldier will be solved, the agreement between Abbas and the Hamas movement and other Palestinian factions on what is known as the 'Prisoners' Document' constitutes an important turning point in the internal Palestinian relations but it remains vulnerable to tampering by foreign powers at the expense of the Palestinians. The source of anxiety is that the Palestinian cause will continue to slide from being considered a 'cause' to becoming merely a series of incidents, such as that involving the kidnapping of the soldier or digging up tunnels, thus effectively reflecting the mood swings of Palestinian factions serving the interests of nations whose price is paid in Palestinian misery, while Israel relaxes as it continues with its implementation of tyranny and its morally reprehensible occupation.

The Arab peoples, same as the leaders, sell the Palestinians emotions and slogans and try to outdo them in the patriotism, resistance, and even suicidal tendencies and war mongering. These peoples do not seek to join the ranks of military resistance to the Israeli occupation as they are too aloof to go out even in protests, but they holler and threaten in air-conditioned rooms without bothering to check the results of escalation without any strategy or tangible support. The truth of the matter is that these people hurt the Palestinians much more than the help that they believe they are providing them with. They pay lip service to the cause and alleviate their sense of shame and guilt at the expense of the Palestinian pain and misery.

The Americans, for their part, destroyed their own moral compass with respect to the Palestinians. They do not bury their guilt by forgetting the whole issue as do the Europeans; on the contrary, they start out with an incredibly naïve premise that looks at history from the angle of the most recent event that conforms with the successes of the 'brain washing' through the decades which pitches Israel as the 'victim' of the Arabs and Palestinians.

The actions of the Palestinian organizations never helped in changing American public opinion which was about to accept the Palestinian cause as a just cause. These factions proved to be geniuses at timing their suicidal and totally terrorist operations exactly when American public opinion was ready for a qualitative transformation with respect to their perception towards the Palestinians in the Israeli-Palestinian formula. 

George Bush's administration almost achieved a historic move in American policy towards the Arab-Israeli conflict and, more precisely, towards Palestine. That was at the beginning of his term, but the combination of Israeli lobbying and the timing of suicide operations against civilians paralyzed Bush, especially since the most prominent figures in his administration fell into the Israeli lobby’s orbit. Bush spoke first of ending the Israeli occupation since 1967 within the context of his vision of two states. But the Jewish lobby mobilized its army inside the American administration and the media with extreme precision and persuasiveness to force the American president to climb down the ladder. What aided the lobby more than anything else were the 'suicidal' contributions. Thus it was that the American administration backtracked from the edge of a quantum leap and did what every American administration has done before, i.e. avoided solving the Palestinian issue.

Today, the Bush administration seems so mired in Iraq that it seems blind to other fundamental matters. Thus, this administration is not willing to throw itself into the mazes to search for a solution to the Palestinian-Israeli struggle. Logically, the leaders of this administration should understand that solving this struggle will significantly contribute to solving various American headaches, including Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, and the so-called war on terror. But the United States’ shortsighted and gloomy mentality gives it tunnel vision. Then there are the ever-present campaign calculations where the influence of American Jews has a special status which has to be taken into consideration. This is what every Israeli prime minister can make use of whenever he desires.

Ehud Olmert is convinced that his task is to implement the disengagement plan on the West Bank as part of the unilateral solution that he wants to impose so that the negotiations with the Palestinians do not lead to 'compromises' over the borders which he wants or lead to giving up settlements. He does not want his negotiations partner to 'veto' the map in his mind. That is why Olmert doesn't want any partner, same as Ariel Sharon before him.

Therefore he keeps avoiding partnership with Mahmud Abbas who is empowered to carry out political negotiations concerning the final status of the land according to the Oslo agreement which led to the creation of the Palestinian authority. He avoids negotiating the final status of the West Bank and Gaza which Israel occupied in 1967 because he refuses to compromise over the 1967 borders. 

What Olmert has failed to achieve with George W Bush is to convince him to bless the unilateral disengagement plan in the West Bank as an alternative to the 'Road Map' which envisions a Palestinian state living side by side with an Israeli state through negotiations aimed at ending the occupation and replacing it with coexistence and normalization of relations. 

What Israel and the Jewish lobby succeeded in doing in the United States is erasing the word 'occupation' from the political dictionary of the American administration and the media. Now they want to erase 'Road Map' and replace it with disengagement plan and other similar idioms. Olmert needs a space of time to complete the map that he wants to impose on the lands through the separation wall or other means. Therefore he will continue to avoid negotiations and will implement procedures that will lead to the collapse of the Palestinian authority by continuing the economic, social, and psychological siege on the Palestinians and by benefiting from the disagreements between the Palestinian factions which he hopes will erupt into a civil war.

The progression since Olmert announced his victory speech in the elections to the 'dialogue' with Elie Weisel last week in the Petra conference for the Nobel peace prize Laureates was an extremely disappointing one. His speech in Petra 'shook' the more moderate participants and not only did it insult the Palestinian president (whom he had met a few minutes earlier) but the whole Arab crowd. Since the Jordanian king Abdullah succeeded in gathering Abbas and Olmert in the Petra conference to agree on a deal which he was preparing, the preparations started being dragged out because of dawdling. This happened because of an Israeli decision and with a serious contribution from Hamas and the other Palestinian factions along with those supporting them and who possess an agenda other than the Palestinian 'cause', and are headed by Syria and Iran. 

Iran today holds the Palestinian cause and people as a card in its regional and nuclear ambition. It is using the Palestinian misery to achieve Iranian ends. It threatens and asserts vulgarly not only covertly to the Americans but also to Arab leaders that it owns Hamas and other Palestinian factions as well as the Palestinian decision making process. The government of President Mahmud Ahmadinejad flaunts its influence over Palestinian organizations along side its influence over and financing of Hezbollah in Lebanon. Iran is offering for tradeoff everything that could enhance its nuclear game and its aspirations for regional leadership. It is working to remove the Palestinian cause from its Arab dimension so that it becomes a support for Iran in its dreams of dominating the Arabs in the Middle East and sitting alongside Turkey and Israel on the throne of regional 'greatness'.

Therefore, it is in Iran's interests that the internal Palestinian agreements break down and that the negotiation solution for Israeli-Palestinian coexistence fails. Indeed, the continuance of this struggle serves Iranian interests while not costing Tehran any Iranian souls, only Palestinian ones. Ahmadinejad's government is completely unwilling to enter a war with Israel to liberate Palestine. This is not on the table. Even if Israel struck the sites of the nuclear reactors in Iran and the whole region entered into a war then this would not be for Palestine or against Israel. This would be for Iran and its nuclear and regional ambitions.

The events of this week removed the direct responsibility from Iran and focused the lights instead on the Syrian contributions to the Palestinian developments. Tehran is sometimes above the blame even if it is the giant in the partnership with Syria. But what took place this week remains extremely important as it entails international and Israeli messages to Damascus.

The Secretary General of the United Nations Koffi Annan considers the Syrian president Bashar Al-Assad to have influence over the Palestinian-Israeli situation which was troubled as a result of the kidnapping of the Israeli soldier Gilaad Shalit. This is why he phoned, knowing that he had a 'role' to play in the efforts to 'guarantee the release of the captive' and because of the 'presence of Hamas factions in Syria-the faction of Khaled Meshaal' according to what Annan announced.

The phone call initiated by Annan is the first of its kind as it was dedicated to discussing the Syrian relationship with the Palestinian issue. This call revealed that the secretary general believes that those who make the decisions in the Palestinian issue are not only the leaders of the Palestinian factions in Damascus, but that those are under the influence of the Syrian president. 

The Israeli message to the Syrian leadership, represented by the Israeli air force overflying the Syrian president's house, is one of warning that Ehud Olmert will not just stand and watch the Syrian role that endorses the Palestinian factions directly and on behalf of Iran. This warning places the Syrian leadership before important decisions as it does not want to enter into a war with Israel or to activate the Syrian front so it becomes a front of resistance to the Israeli occupation.

This leaves the Palestinians under the occupation between the Israeli pincers and the Syrian-Iranian interests, for war is not an option, nor is military liberation, or even resistance from across all the Arab borders with Israel.

This is why the Palestinians face the tragedy of their manipulation and the use of their suffering as a product in the regional calculations of the Iranian government and its allies in the area, as if the tyranny and oppression they suffer from, at the hands of Israel The Occupier were not enough. This regional dimension does not clear Palestinian factions from punishment; on the contrary, it doubles their responsibility for placing the Palestinian cause at the service of the regional ambitions of non-Palestinians.

Resistance against the Israeli occupation is a Palestinian right as long as Israel refuses to end the occupation and negotiate a peaceful solution. The reality of the matter is that the operations called resistance by the Palestinian factions are merely tools used by Israel in its revenge policy to enhance its plans. The mass deportation of Palestinians is a plan that was shelved but is revivable if the Palestinian factions offer excuses and justifications for the Palestinians. This is what the factions must think of when they undertake their tactical adventures. There is no room for boyishness now, as the effects are severe on the Palestinian people who have had enough occupation and manipulation while the world watches their misery and blesses the Israeli mass 'revenge' as 'self defense'. 

The agreement between Hamas which heads the Palestinian government and the head of the Palestinian authority Mahmud Abbas on the 'Prisoners' Document' is a good one that should be taken seriously and should be followed with the formation of a new government. It is not enough that Palestinian factions hasten to an agreement when Israel mobilizes its armored tanks. Israelis are requested to present a national strategy that takes the Palestinian cause out of the bazaar of regional blackmailing and outmaneuvering with emotions and slogans, fortifies the scene against a Palestinian civil war, and studies seriously the scenarios resulting from adventures so as not to present services and excuses for Israeli plans.
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