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The U.S. & the Mid-East Peace Process:  

a New Role After September 11th?

by Steven L. Spiegel

No country in the world has a greater interest in supporting America’s war on terrorism than Israel, and yet relations between Jerusalem and Washington have deteriorated since September 11. What’s wrong? The problem lies in the politics of the international coalition the Bush Administration is assembling in the war on terrorism, and Israel’s fears – by no means limited to the outspoken Prime Minister, Ariel Sharon – that she will be abandoned in the process.

On the one hand, the U.S. needs every ally it can get in fighting terrorism, and the Arab world is important in building that coalition. On the other hand, the Arab states insist on tying some of their cooperation to the Palestinians. Osama bin Laden may target America for its culture, society, and beliefs, its bases in Saudi Arabia, and sanctions against Iraq, but the Arab regimes, fearful of their street’s opposition to any support of the United States, condition their full engagement in the coalition on progress in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Even bin Laden has recently tried to justify his vile acts against the United States by using the Palestinian cause as an excuse.

U.S. policy is therefore caught in a terrible dilemma. The administration was moving toward reengagement in the Palestinian-Israeli arena before September 11, but it had not actually reengaged. A presidential statement about support for a Palestinian state and apparent increased sympathy for the Palestinian cause in the administration since the World Trade Center/Pentagon attacks give the appearance of caving into increased Arab pressure and of rewarding terrorism. Bin Laden can now say that he was the one who brought the United States to greater sympathy for the Palestinians.

The Union of American Hebrew Congregations (UAHC) is the central body of Reform Judaism in North America, encompassing 1.5 million Reform Jews in more than 900 synagogues.

On the other hand, many critics of the Bush policy act as if they see appeasement in any step or statement on the part of the administration intended to alleviate the violence and promote confidence building measures and negotiations. This attitude ignores the genuine dangers of an out-of-control Palestinian-Israeli conflict: the possibility of entrapping the Arab states and Israel in a regional war, the demographic problem which Israel faces from a growing Arab population between the Mediterranean and Jordan River, the increasing inability of the Israelis to control the Palestinians on the West Bank and Gaza as recently suggested by the first Arab assassination of an Israeli

minister in history, and the destruction of Palestinian society in the process of the Intifada.

Palestinian-Israeli violence also deflects attention not only from the war on terrorism but also from the ever-increasing threat posed by the proliferation of nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons of mass destruction and the missiles or terrorists to deliver them. It is therefore as critical to address the Palestinian-Israeli conflict now as it was before September 11, and the administration is right to do so. But the Bush Administration’s policy in its first eight months was passive and even confused, making it more difficult to convince others that it is now acting in U.S. interests regardless of Arab pressures. This is ironic because it is probably doing less now to move the Palestinians and Israelis to negotiate and to end the violence than it would have done had the terrorist attacks never occurred. Moreover, in the current crisis, it is more important than ever to ameliorate the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. This is not due to Arab pressure but because in the current super-charged atmosphere triggered by the war on terrorism and U.S. actions in Afghanistan in particular, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (like the Pakistani-Indian confrontation) threatens to create sufficient international instability that the U.S. campaign will be jeopardized. Thus, the U.S. should be moving toward ameliorating Palestinian-Israeli relations. But it cannot appear that it takes a more sympathetic position toward the Palestinians than in the past in deference to Arab pressures.

How does the U.S. square this circle? The answer lies in reinforcing the U.S.-Israeli relationship even as Washington moves more intensely on the Palestinian-Israeli front. The United States has a variety of options for dealing with this issue, from attempting another comprehensive deal similar to Camp David, to a series of interim measures distinctive of Oslo, to the encouragement of parallel unilateral measures by the two sides, to attempting to impose an agreement on both of them. Given the pressures of the anti-terrorist campaign, the U.S. is unlikely to try an ambitious effort, ruling out comprehensiveness or imposing anything, and unilateral measures are difficult to arrange bilaterally or trilaterally. Thus, the preferred approach is likely to be a resumption of efforts to implement the Mitchell Committee Report, with its initial end to violence and emphasis on confidence building measures, such as a settlement freeze and an end to incitement. Then, in the third phase, which is a resumption of negotiations, the focus is likely to be on some kind of transitional steps – big enough to satisfy the Arab side, but not so gigantic as to frighten Israel.

These steps would protect against a deepening Israeli-Palestinian chasm, but the U.S. must also take steps, on behalf of its own interests, to promote U.S.-Israeli ties to prove it is not moving on the peace process just to assuage Arab sensitivities. An obvious starting point is to take advantage of the fact that Israel has far more experience in dealing with terrorism than the United States in areas from port/airlines/airport security to civil defense. While there is a vast chasm between the two countries in geography and the size of their populations, the U.S. would clearly benefit from intensified consultation. Assigning Israeli advisors to several of America's major airports, for example, would both enhance U.S. homeland security and reassure Israeli confidence about their relationship with the U. S.  These types of steps would, in turn, facilitate the Israeli government's ability to make concessions and would signal to the Arab states that a U.S.-Israeli rupture was not in the cards. It would further demonstrate to them that the U.S. will not pressure Israel simply to gain Arab cooperation in the war on terrorism, which should be forthcoming in order to save their own regimes from the threat of Islamic fundamentalism.

The U.S. need not and should not be timid in embracing Israel, however. One outcome of September 11 is that Yasser Arafat is anxious to avoid repeating his Gulf War error and hopes to align with Washington. Only pressure on him to arrest the terrorists in his midst will move Palestinian-Israeli relations forward. In this regard, actively pursuing Hezbollah, Hamas and Islamic Jihad, groups which have been added to the list of those whose assets are being pursued, both domestically and internationally, should increase Israeli confidence and embolden Arafat to crack down on those groups as a condition for joining the coalition. In this spirit, National Security Adviser Condoleeza Rice recently stated, "You cannot help us with al Qaeda and hug Hezbollah – that's not acceptable – or Hamas." That is precisely the kind of message that the administration must continue to convey.
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This complex strategy for handling the Arab-Israeli dispute will only work if the administration appoints a Mideast envoy who will deal with the problem on a day-to-day basis. The envoy should be a high-ranking former general or diplomat who can implement the delicate effort of moving both the Palestinians and Israelis back to the peace table, despite the horrendous events of the last year, without convincing the Arabs that their pressure is working or alarming the Israelis that the U.S. will sacrifice their interests. Certainly an envoy would be a far more effective way of moving this process forward than controversial statements, which are bound to alienate one side or the other. If the administration were to adopt this series of policies on the Arab-Israeli front, it could make progress both on ending Palestinian-Israeli violence and beginning 

negotiations even as it enhanced the coalition for fighting the war on terror.

The strategy outlined here is a complex one, which involves encouraging both Arabs and Israelis to make concessions they might not otherwise make even as major improvements are set in place to enhance U.S.-Israeli strategic cooperation and several Arab states are accepted as members of the anti-terrorist coalition. One critical ingredient for making this strategy work is the American Jewish community. It requires the community to take a strategic approach: understanding the enormous opportunity Israel faces for ameliorating its security problems as a consequence of the U.S. war on terrorism and a renewed American activism on the peace process. This approach would end the violence, dampen Israel's terrorist threat, and could potentially bring progress with the Palestinians.

The trouble is that many American Jews, especially their leaders, concentrate on the tactical problems: the possibilities of U.S.-Israel differences, the need for Israeli concessions along the way, and the likelihood that U.S.-Arab relations may improve as these steps are taken. Rather than take the long view, it is often easier to denounce American diplomatic forays and demand 100% U.S. agreement with whatever Israeli idea is prominent at the moment. A profound distrust of Arab objectives is also often at the heart of American Jewish reactions to specific events.

Sadly, this policy myopia inhibits the U.S. government from taking the types of steps that would move Israel's security forward and overcome the types of dangers it currently confronts. This approach also is counterproductive, for it makes the types of enhancement in the U.S.-Israeli relationship described above less likely because progress in Palestinian-Israeli relations becomes more improbable.  Then, when problems arise, Israel is more likely to be blamed in the current atmosphere. Instead of encouraging Israeli leaders to criticize American policy, American Jews could do far more service to Israel were they to educate their Israeli counterparts about the changes in the United States since September 11 and effectively advise them about how to deal with the new environment in a positive manner. Only then would American Jews contribute to enhancing U.S.-Israeli interests and American security in an unsettled and uncertain hour. Only then would they make the complex strategy outlined here of both a closer U.S.-Israeli relationship and progress in the peace process possible.

Steven L. Spiegel is professor of political science at UCLA and Chair, Policy Advisors, of the Israel Policy Forum.
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