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Collapse of the Palestinian Authority (PA) would be a costly disaster for Palestinians, but Israelis would not be spared its consequences. The power vacuum that would be created from such a collapse would likely be filled by organizations such as Hamas, Islamic Jihad, and al-Aqsa Martyrs Brigades. The Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon is well aware of this likelihood and has sought consistently to dismantle the PA while doing his best to emulate the American war on terror and relegate the entire Palestinian issue to the rank of terrorism. He has conveniently exploited acts of “terrorism” to justify his acts of “retaliation” and to implement policies founded on a refusal to negotiate and denial of Palestinian partnership—all in order to avoid a two-state solution and an end to occupation. Sharon knows that in the absence of coordination with the PA his ploy of a unilateral withdrawal from the Gaza Strip would lead to a take-over by the organizations he has labeled “terrorist.” He is well aware of such a possibility and is working on making it a reality. His policies reek of deception and malice. There is no indication of Israeli readiness to coexist with “Hamas” as an alternative to the “Authority,” but there is every indication of a readiness to further entangle the Palestinians and lure them into the trap of providing the excuse for realizing the dreams of their mass eviction as part of a policy of population “transfer.” The Palestinian president Yasser Arafat was among the first to be lured into this trap by his insistence on total mastery over the PA and by engaging obsessively in a personal vendetta with Sharon. If Arafat is not quick to rescue the PA by releasing it from his grip, he will be giving Sharon the greatest gift of all—the gift of claiming victory over Arafat and all Palestinians. 
Investing the Palestinian prime minister Ahmad Qurei with more authority and implementing necessary reforms, especially in the area of security, are two measures that are not likely to turn Ariel Sharon into a peace-loving dove and seeker of peace and coexistence. But such measures would, if the time has not passed, guard the PA from collapse. 
The taking of such measures would require the Palestinian president to adopt a strategy that goes beyond a preoccupation with his own person, powers, authority, and image. The crisis that began last week is not confined to the Palestinian leadership nor is it a result of the occupation. It is, rather, a call by Palestinians on Yasser Arafat to free them from the prison that they too find themselves sharing with him. It is a cry for him to treat them with confidence and trust rather than deem them incapable of making decisions. The crisis is an overt expression of an unspoken desire for the Palestinian president to step down willingly from power and by so doing to reverse Sharon's successes in garnering American and European support for his boycott and marginalization as an "obstacle" to peace. It is an uprising of fear directed at Sharonite malintent and all that could provide it with more ammunition. 
The crisis was fueled by growing impatience with corruption, authoritarianism, and power rivalries. It came about in order to underscore fears of the power vacuum that the unilateral withdrawal would create in Gaza and concerns about who would fill such a vacuum. 
Occupation is in itself a burden on Palestinians, one that is exacerbated by constant Israeli air raids, deprivation of people from their sources of livelihood, and continuation of Israeli land-grabbing. 
And just in case the viciousness of the Israeli occupation was not enough, the Palestinian tragedy is made even worse by a so-called international community that watches on indifferently, afraid of involvement in a struggle that has been branded with "terrorism." The so-called Arab community continues to offer the Palestinians mere slogans rather than real solidarity. Worse still is that the Palestinian tragedy is being compounded by decisions coming from Palestinians themselves--some political by the PA and others “suicidal” by the Palestinian factions that have also succeeded in helping relegate the Palestinian cause to the rank of terrorism. 
Had the Palestinian factions not presented Sharon with the gift of terrorism, he would have invented it himself, for terrorism has proven to be the Israeli prime minister's most powerful tool in marketing his policies in Washington and the rest of the world. 
A portion of Palestinians and Arabs see martyrdom operations and suicide bombings as the best remaining weapons in resisting occupation and a superior Israeli military. They might have also concluded that such acts have inflicted heavy costs on Israel and would therefore force an end to the occupation. They might also say that weariness from miserable international promises have left no other choice, that patience has run out as the world continues to turn a blind eye to Israeli state terrorism and breaches of International Law that are tantamount to hypocrisy. 
It is now time for this segment of the Palestinian and Arab populace to assess the implications of its approach and what it has brought upon the Palestinian cause. It must ask itself whether the situation that Palestinians find themselves in is better or worse than it was. It must ask the question as to what defines the Palestinian strategy in the face of the Israeli strategy—in its various scenarios. Does a strategy exist at all, or does it remain hostage to internal Palestinian rivalries? This segment of the Palestinian and Arab populace must offer a vision, one that is well thought out and practical, and must present its rationale for helping to taint the Palestinian cause with the label of terrorism. It must re-evaluate the consequences of hijacking of the Palestinian cause by al-Qaeda and its likes who have used it as a pretext and have engaged in terrorism for other goals. 
The biggest challenge facing Palestinians is that of winning back support for the justness of their cause and ridding it of the terrorist label. 
The other challenge is that of searching the core of Palestinian realities in order to lay out the essential parameters of the Palestinian position, whether that would mean coexistence with Israel or the loss of faith thereof to the point of adopting a strategy of armed resistance. 
A unified Palestinian position might be impossible to achieve at this juncture. But in the absence of such a position, the Israeli position as articulated by Ariel Sharon or envisioned by the next prime minister—Benjamin Netanyahu, in all likelihood—would most certainly win out. 
Dismantling of the PA is not merely a wish on the part of Sharon and Netanyahu but also a policy that the current prime minister has explicitly adopted and has worked hard to achieve. Both Sharon and Netanyahu have sought to abrogate the Oslo Accords that legitimized the presence of the PA and the PLO on Palestinian land. The confinement of Arafat in Ramallah is part of a psychological war meant to push him to the point of making wrong decisions. And that he has done. But more importantly the Oslo promises were not genuine from the very start, as Israeli officials involved their making have themselves admitted. The Oslo promises were, by Israeli design, mere "distractions." The real surprise was in the serious Palestine reception of the Oslo promises, and credit here goes to Yasser Arafat. 
Sharon and Netanyahu have pushed to discard the land-for-peace principle. Both have sought to portray the former Israeli prime minister as a traitor for agreeing to negotiate on the status of Jerusalem as part of a settlement. For Sharon, Jerusalem is not open to any negotiation or compromise. He has refused proposals for a negotiated settlement and rejected the notion of a Palestinian negotiating "partner." 
Sharon's initiative for a unilateral disengagement from Gaza—adopted by the American president George W. Bush and welcomed by the Quartet of nations, the United States, United Nations, European Union, and Russia—is founded on the premise of a rejection of a negotiated settlement. 
Abandonment of Gaza is not new on the Israeli wish list and enjoys wide Israeli support because it would bring long-awaited relief from a heavy burden. Sharon hopes that Gaza would become part of Egypt. The West Bank, with its proliferation of settlements that Israel will not give up, poses a separate challenge. 
A negotiated settlement would entail Israeli dismantling of some settlements and discussions on Jerusalem and the right of return of Palestinians—matters that Ariel Sharon will not even begin to consider. 
A Palestinian state would thus have to be created, if at all, within the "boundaries" drawn for it by the Barrier, which the International Court of Justice (ICJ) has deemed in violation of International Law, calling for removal of those parts of it that have already been constructed on Palestinian land. A total of 150 nations have backed the UN General Assembly resolution drafted in support of the ICJ opinion, which the Sharon government has defiantly rejected. 
In the best and most optimistic of scenarios, Sharon might allow for the creation of a Palestinian state within borders that he himself would draw and that would exclude Jerusalem. He will not permit any talk of reparations or the right of return of even a portion of the population of Palestinians forced out of their lands in 1948. Some optimists see in this policy the closest approximation of what are known as the "Clinton Parameters," albeit in the context of the issue of land distribution only. The same optimists hope that the new de facto situation will in the administration of the next Israeli prime minister culminate in a peace agreement that would include provisions for Jerusalem, the Palestinian Right of Return, and land swaps that would guarantee a contiguous Palestinian state. 
This optimism remains contingent on the events that will follow the unilateral withdrawal from Gaza and whether or not the PA will actually collapse. It also depends on whether the organizations filling the power vacuum will make the Gaza junction a peaceful one for Sharon or give him the ammunition he needs to strike at the Palestinians and cause their mass expulsion as part of the policy of population "transfer." 
In a recent speech, Sharon spoke of the demographic problem: "We cannot have a democratic Jewish state while ruling over a million Palestinians." The million Palestinians that Sharon speaks of are ones living inside Israel proper, not in the Palestinian Occupied Territories. This talk is enough to reawaken fears of plans that Sharon might have for the expulsion of one million Israeli Palestinians. 
A single bi-national state for both Jews and Arabs living together is the logical and self-evident prescription for a truly democratic state. But Israel, with or without Sharon, will not accept such a democratic state, in which Jews and Arab would live as equals. 
Logically, the solution to the demographic threat in a Jewish state that is home to a million Palestinians would require extreme coercive measures leading to mass expulsion of the Palestinian population. This is at the heart of the notion of "transfer"—a notion that would necessitate a conflagration in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. 
The Gaza junction is expected to be the first of several explosive junctions. A collapse of the PA would be one step in the campaign of chaos. The coming into power of Palestinian factions labeled as "terrorist" would be another. And yet another possibility in the chain of chaotic events would be a widening of the conflict to include operations in Lebanon and provocations of Hizbollah and Syria, and perhaps a strike against nuclear facilities in Iran. This is addition to a wager on the prospect of future terrorist attacks inside the United States—perhaps during some major sporting event—that would justify further extreme measures immune to punishment or penalty. 
It would be naive to imagine that Yasser Arafat holds any of the important keys in the present impasse or that an agreement by him to strengthen the Palestinian prime minister and Interior minister by authorizing security reforms would eliminate the chances of a conflagration. But it would be wise, nonetheless, for Arafat to undertake such measures and to weigh the alternatives to the PA in the event of its collapse. It would be wise for him to go down in history not as the president in a time of collapse but as a president who stepped down from power in order to counter Israeli designs and those Palestinians who might help in realizing such designs in their quest for power—whether factions or individuals. What is called for is a Palestinian strategy that goes beyond mere tactics and that would account for the various explosive junctions being planned by the Israeli government. An honest and open sorting-out of options and tough decisions are required.
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