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The state of Israel was founded in 1948, following a war that the Israelis call the War of Independence, and the Palestinians – the Nakba (catastrophe). A haunted, persecuted people sought to find a shelter and a state for itself, and did so at a horrible price to another people. During the war of 1948, more than half of the Palestinian population of 1,380,000 at the time, were driven off their homeland by the Israeli army.  Though Israel officially claimed that the majority of these refugees escaped and were not expelled, it still refused to allow them to return, as a UN resolution demanded shortly after the 1948 war. Thus, the Israeli land was obtained through ethnic cleansing of the indigenous Palestinian inhabitants. 

This is not a process unfamiliar in history. It remains incomparable to the massive ethnic cleansing of the Native Americans by the settlers and government of the United States.  Had it stopped there, I could probably live with it.  As an Israeli, I grew up believing that this primal sin our state was founded on may be forgiven one day, because the founders generation was driven by the faith that this was the only way to save the Jewish people from the danger of another holocaust. 

But it didn’t stop there.  In 1967, following a comprehensive war with three neighboring Arab countries, Israel conquered and occupied the West Bank (from Jordan), the Gaza strip and the Sinai peninsula (from Egypt), and the Golan Heights (from Syria). The Sinai peninsula was eventually returned to Egypt, in a framework of a peace agreement between the two countries. But the rest of the territories acquired in 1967 are still occupied by Israel. UN resolution 242 was never realized. Today, at the darkest period in the history of Israel so far, three million Palestinians live as prisoners, surrounded by Israeli settlements, army post and tanks.

Israel – backed by mainstream Western media - describes its war against the Palestinians as a war of defense, a necessary response to Palestinian terror, a noble instance of the global war against terrorism. But the fact of the matter is that almost everything Israel did since September 2002 has been carefully planed long in advance. To answer the question why UN resolution 242 was never respected, we should go back to the history of political thinking in Israel.

Ever since the Palestinian territories were occupied in 1967, the Israeli military and political elites have deliberated over the question how to keep maximum land (and water) with minimum Palestinian population.  A simple solution of annexing the heavily populated Palestinian land would have created a "demographic problem" - the fear that a Jewish majority could not be sustained.  Therefore, two basic approaches were formed.  The Alon plan of the Labor party proposed annexation of 35-40 percent of the territories, and either a Jordanian rule, or some form of autonomy for the rest of the land, to which the Palestinian residents will be confined. In the eyes of its proponents, this plan represented a necessary compromise.  They believed it would be inconceivable to repeat the "solution" of the 1948 Independence war, when much of the land was obtained "Arab-free", following mass expulsion of the Palestinian residents.   The second approach, whose most vocal spokesman was Sharon, strived to get more. In its extreme realization it maintained that it should be possible to find more acceptable and sophisticated ways to achieve a “1948 style" solution.  It would only be necessary to find another state for as many Palestinians as possible. "Jordan is Palestine" was the phrase Sharon coined in the 1980's.

The Oslo accords in 1993, were perceived by many as a real readiness of Israel to finally abide by UN resolution 242.  But in fact, what Itschak Rabin turned to do was a realization of the Alon plan.  This was enabled also by Arafat's cooperation.  In the past, the Palestinians always opposed the Alon plan, which robs them of much of their land.  But in 1993 Arafat was about to loose his grip on Palestinian society, with endless protest over his one man rule, and the corruption of his organizations. An apparent "smashing victory" seemed the only thing that could save him in power. Behind the back of the local Palestinian negotiating team headed by Haider Abd al-Shafi, Arafat accepted an agreement that leaves all Israeli settlements intact even in the Gaza strip, where 6000 Israeli settlers occupy one third of the land, and a million Palestinians are crowded in the rest.  As years went by since Oslo, Israel extended the "Arab-free" areas in the occupied Palestinian  territories to about 50% of the land.  Labor circles began to talk about the "Alon Plus" plan, namely - more lands to Israel. However, it appeared that they would still allow some Palestinian self-rule in the other 50%, under conditions similar to the Bantustans in South Africa. 

On the eve of the Oslo agreements, the majority of Israelis were tired of war. In their eyes, the fights over land and resources were over.  Haunted by the memory of the Holocaust, most Israelis believe that the 1948 war of independence, with its horrible consequences for the Palestinians, was necessary to establish a state for the Jews.  But now that they have a state, they just long to live normally on whatever land they have.  Like the majority of Palestinians, the Israeli majority let itself be fooled into believing that what we were witnessing were just "interim  agreements" and that eventually the occupation will somehow end, and the settlements wiil be dismantled.  With this conception of what is ahead, two third of the Jewish Israelis supported the Oslo agreements in the polls. It was obvious that there was no majority for any new war over land and water.

But the ideology of war over land never died out in the army, or in the circles of politically influential generals, whose careers moved from the military to the government.  From the start of the Oslo process, the maximalists objected to giving even that much land and rights to the Palestinians. This was most visible in military circles, whose most vocal spokesman was then chief of staff, Ehud Barak, who objected to the Oslo agreements from the start. Another beacon of opposition was, of course, Ariel Sharon.  

In 1999, the army got back to power through the political generals - first Barak, and then Sharon (the book surveys their long history of collaboration).  The road was open to correct what they view as the grave mistake of Oslo.  In their eyes, Sharon’s alternative of fighting the Palestinians to the bitter end and imposing new regional orders may have failed in Lebanon in 1982 because of the weakness of 都poiled Israeli society
. But now, given the new war philosophy established through U.S. military operations in Iraq, Kosovo, and, later, Afghanistan, the political generals believe that with Israel’s massive air superiority, it might still be possible to execute that vision. However, in order to get there, it was first necessary to convince the "spoiled" Israeli society that, in fact, the Palestinians are not willing to live in peace, and are still threatening Israel's very existence.  Sharon alone could not have possibly achieved that, but Barak did succeed with his "generous offer" fraud.

By now, much was written already about Barak's non-offer in Camp David. In fact, Barak's Camp David was the second round of his mastery of deception of public opinion.  Several months before, he did the same with Syria, letting Israelis and the world believe that Israel is willing to withdraw from the occupied Syrian Golan Heights.  In the polls, 60% of the Israelis supported enthusiastically dismantling all settlements in the Golan Hights.  But the end of this round of peace negotiations was just the same as the later end of the negotiations with the Palestinians. Israelis became convinced that the rejectionist Asad  would not be willing to get his territories back and make peace with Israel.  Since then, the possibility of war with Syria has been in the air.  Military circles explain openly that "Hezbollah, Syria and Iran are trying to trap Israel in a 'strategic ambush' and that Israel has to evade that ambush by setting one of its own... The circumstances could be created during or near the end of an American offensive against Iraq" (Amir Oren, Ha'aretz, July 9, 2002).

On September 28, 2000, Sharon, with Barak's approval, threw a match into the boiling frustration which was accumulating in Palestinian society, with his provocative visit to Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif.  The massive security forces that surrounded him used rubber bullets against unarmed demonstrators.  When these events triggered further demonstrations the next day, Barak escalated the shooting and ordered Israeli forces and tanks into densely populated Palestinian areas.  By all indications, the escalation of Palestinian protest into armed clashes could have been prevented had the Israeli response been more restrained.  Even in the face of armed resistance, Israel's reaction has been grossly out of proportion, as stated by the General Assembly of the UN, which condemned Israel's "excessive use of force", on October 26, 2000.

Israel defines  its military action as a necessary defense against terrorism. But in fact, the first Palestinian terrorist attack on Israeli civilians inside Israel occurred on November 2, 2000.  That was after a month during which Israel used its full military arsenal against civilians, including live bullets, automatic guns, combat helicopters, tanks, and missiles.  

What is particularly astounding is that most the military plans underlying Israel’s actions in the coming months, had already been conceived right at the start, in October 2000 - including the destruction of the Palestinian infra structure ("Field of Thorns" plan). The political strategies aimed at discrediting Arafat and the Palestinian Authority were also ready right from the start. Barak's political circles prepared a manuscript known as the "White Book", which announced that Arafat had never deserted the "option of violence". 

Amid the propaganda, a theme that had already emerged in October 2000 was the analogy linking present circumstances to the war of 1948.  Major General Moshe Ya'alon, then deputy chief of staff (and the present chief of staff), explained that "this was Israel's most critical campaign against the Palestinians, including Israel's Arab population, since the 1948 war - for him, in fact,  it is the second half of 1948" (Amir Oren, Ha'aretz, November 17, 2000).  After two years of brutal Israeli oppression of the Palestinians, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the leading military and political circles in Israel that produced this analogy still believe that "the second half" - a completion of the ethnic cleansing that started in 1948 - is necessary and possible.

The way out

In thirty five years of occupation, the only choices that the political system in Israel has managed to produce are apartheid – the Oslo model, or “transfer” –  ethnic cleansing.  Nevertheless, these are not the only two options. Despite the horrors of the last two years, there is still also another alternative open to end the war of 1948 – the path that follows UN resolution 242.  Israel should withdraw immediately from the territories occupied in 1967, as it did in Lebanon.  It is amazing how simple and feasible it would still be to achieve that.  Although Israel has confiscated already about 50% of the West Bank, it did not manage to settle densely in these areas. The bulk of Israeli settlers (150,000 of them) are concentrated in the big settlement blocks in the center of the West bank.  These areas cannot be evacuated over night.  But the rest of the land (about 90% - 95% of the West bank and the whole of the Gaza strip)  can be evacuated immediately. Many of the residents of the isolated Israeli settlements that are scattered in these areas are speaking openly in the Israeli media about their wish to leave.  It is only necessary to offer them reasonable compensation for the property they will be leaving behind. The rest - the hard-core “land redemption” fanatics - are a negligible minority that will have to accept the will of the majority. 

Such immediate withdrawal would still leave under debate the 6 to 10 percent of the West bank with the large settlement blocks, as well as the issues of Jerusalem and the right of return.  Over these, serious peace negotiations should start.  However, during these negotiations Palestinian society could begin to recover, to settle the land that the Israelis evacuated, to construct democratic institutions, and to develop its economy based on free contacts with whomever it wants.  Under these circumstances, it should be possible to address the core issue of what is the right way for two peoples who share the same land to jointly build their future.  

In Israel, the call for immediate withdrawal is drawing public support since Amy Ayalon (former head of the security services) has openly called for it, and was joined in February 2002 by the Council for Peace and Security – a body of about 1000 establishment members.  Amram Mitzna, the new head of the Labor party, comes from these circles, and originally his elections platform was based on the call for immediate unilateral withdrawal from most of the occupied territories.

To judge by the polls, this plan has the support of 60 percent of the Jewish Israelis.  This is not surprising, as it is the same majority that has been consistently supporting  the dismantlement of settlements since 1993. It is true that for quite some time, public opinion polls in Israel appear to be contradictory.  On the one hand, there is a majority of 60-70% for Sharon and an “iron-fist” policy in the occupied territories, and on the other – a majority of 60% for immediate unilateral evacuation of most of the territories and most of the settlements.  But in fact, it is simple to reconcile this contradiction. Along with the two ideological thirds in Israeli society - right and left, there is also the middle, non-ideological third – people who just want quiet and normal life. They don’t care about the Palestinians, but also not about the settlers. The polls reflect the confusion and despair of this middle third: If it is possible to obtain quiet with an even harder iron fist, they are for it. If it is possible to simply get out of there – they support this as well. 

This middle third of Israelis consists of scared citizens whose life has turned to hell - people who watch the collapsing economy and wait anxiously to the next terror attack or to the days of gas masks and sealed rooms. It is reasonable to assume that their instinct will be to vote for whoever offers a clear rescue path. Up until now, the left wing offered only verbal solutions:  Let’s sit down and talk and discuss and negotiate – has been their message for years. That’s how the Oslo model was born – a model of eternal negotiations, while Israel continues to expand settlements and appropriates more Palestinian lands.  By now, everyone in Israel knows where this road leads, and it is impossible to win the elections with this message.

But the plan of immediate evacuation offers a real alternative and hope, If Mitzna sticks to this plan, there is a good chance that he will be the next Israeli prime minister.  However, there are many dangers lurking on his way. The biggest danger is from the pole labeled left in his own Labor party. Beilin and the other masterminds of Oslo are working against the idea of immediate evacuation: -Why evacuate  – they say – when we can simply resume the road of negotiations.  Let’s sit down with the Palestinians; let’s talk and discuss. In the meanwhile, the IDF (Israeli army) will continue to maintain order in the occupied territories. Perhaps the Palestinians will give up eventually, and allow us to implement the Beilin Abu-Mazen plan, which does not require the dismantling of a single settlement. 

Mitzna is showing signs of surrender. At the eve of the Labor primaries, he spoke only about immediate evacuation from Gaza. For the West Bank he proposed a year of negotiations, which in practice means negotiations under the supervision of the Israeli army. In other words, he proposed another year of the present lunacy, but with some negotiations in the background. If, in the end, what Mitzna offers to the middle third would turn out to be an Oslo B plan, the middle will vote Sharon. 

The role of the international community

Independently of the chances of change of direction in the upcoming Israeli elections, the international community should interfere to enforce Israel to respect UN resolutions, and to withdraw immediately.  

In a world based on justice and respect for international resolutions, Israel would have been sanctioned long ago - Iraq has been sanctioned since 1991 for much less than Israel has been doing in the last tow years. But the problem posed for the international community is the unconditional backing and support of Israel by the U.S. None of Israel’s atrocities would have been possible without this steady U.S. support. So the question is what could be done under these conditions.

Pressure could come from the European Union and individual European governments.  Let us focus specifically on the role of the Dutch government. Holland may view itself as a small country with not much influence. But the fact of the matter is that it has been one of the strongest supporters of Israel in Europe. I quote from a speech by Lousewies van der Laan Member of the European Parliament for Democrats, in April 16, 2002, when the issue of economical sanctions and arms embargo against Israel was discussed in forums of the European Union:

“There are currently three Member States blocking a European consensus on action in the Middle East conflict. Great Britain, Germany and the Netherlands are preventing a European consensus to take action in the face of escalating violence and human suffering. Their inaction is contributing to increasing insecurity for Israelis and Palestinians alike… “

“In 1998 the EU adopted a Code of Conduct on Arms Export which clearly prohibits export of arms to unstable regions, countries that violate human rights or countries that engage in arbitrary executions. Europe has condemned Israel's extra-judicial killings and human rights violations but still has not imposed an arms embargo…Two years ago the Association Agreement between Israel and the EU entered into force. It contains a human rights clause as a precondition for preferential access for Israeli goods to the EU market. Goods may only come from Israel itself. Goods from the Occupied Territories are expressly excluded. The EU has found that Israel violates both the human rights clause and the rules of origin requirements. Still, there is no agreement on suspending the Agreement…”

“If Europe wants to be taken seriously as a political power, it needs to start abiding by its own rules. We cannot keep hiding behind the United States, but need to find our own voice. It is not much use having economic power when you cannot put it to work when your vision of a world order based on international law and human rights is being threatened…“


(Lousewies van der Laan, http://www.vanderlaan.net/full/en/dbbv.cfm/332C142A-6DD3-49EC-BB114A4F9A5AC669)

Among the privileges Israel is still enjoying in Holland, there is free access to Schiphol airport for transit of goods, including military goods, with not even supervision or inspection of Dutch authority. There is no reason for this privilege as long as Israel continues its present policy.   

If the governments of the world are not yet ready to exert pressure on Israel, the people of the world still can.  A grassroots movement has begun all over the world designed to show both the local governments and the government of Israel that the world will not tolerate Israeli continuous occupation and oppression. It takes many forms: Stop military aid campaign, the divestment campaign in the US universities, boycott Israeli goods, academic boycott on Israeli institutions, tourism and cultural boycott and much more.  All these have already an effect in Israel, which goes much beyond the actual economical impact that such measures can have at their present stage. The Israelis, many of whom opposed the apartheid regime in South Africa, are beginning to feel isolated, to understand that this policy has a price, and that if they want to be accepted again in the international community, they have to switch direction. 

My plea to you today is to do anything in your power to stop Israel and to force not just resumption of endless negotiations, but immediate withdrawal.  Action is needed urgentlly first of all, to save the Palestinians. What we are witnessing today is the daily killing not just of Palestinians shot by the Israeli army, but of the wounded and sick that cannot reach medical treatment, the weak that cannot sustain the horrible daily conditions, and those who are reaching the verge of starvation. The Palestinians are in danger of a second Nakba (cathastrophe). With the U.S. backing, and the silence of the Western world, there is a serious danger that what we have seen so far is only the beginning, and that under the umbrella of a war in Iraq, the Palestinian people may be destined to a choice between annihilation or a second exile.  Arundhati Roy’s description of the situation in Afghanistan at the time seems so painfully applicable to what the Palestinians are enduring:  “Witness the infinite justice of the new century. Civilians starving to death while they are waiting to be killed.”  

In the present political atmosphere in the US and Europe, anybody who dares express criticism of Israel is immediately silenced as an anti-Semite. But the truth is precisely the opposite. Israel’s policy is threatening not just the Palestinians, but also the Israelis themselves. The society is on the verge of collapse, with horrible terror acts on the one hand , and the failure of economy, which has been fully subjected to the military machine, on the other. In the long run, this war over land is suicidal. A small Jewish state, of five million residents, surrounded by two hundred million Arabs, is making itself the enemy of the whole Muslim world. Such state cannot survive. This policy is leading to the second Nakba  of the Israeli Jews as well. 

My hope and plea is - Save the Palestinians! And by doing that, you also save us. 

