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Europe moves to salvage two-state solution
Paris

E 
mboldened by its success 
on the Iran nuclear deal, 
the Europe Union wants 
to revive peace talks on 
the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict but its initiative might lack 
teeth and the time frame is narrow 
with US presidential elections due 
next year.

The EU foreign ministers an-
nounced in July that they were con-
sidering setting up an international 
support group to assist  peace talks, 
which are currently non-existent. 
This support group would include 
— aside from the Middle East Quar-
tet –  the United Nations, Russia, 
the EU and the United States — re-
gional partners such as the Arab 
League and the Gulf countries.

The task of the support group 
would be to provide an internation-
al framework for Israeli-Palestinian 
peace talks based on a two-state 
solution .

Federica Mogherini, the EU for-
eign affairs chief, is working out 
how to implement the new initia-
tive and to report the options to the 
28-country European bloc by Sep-
tember.

The Palestinians were quick to 
react and made quite clear what 
they expected.

“We are not looking for an im-
proved Middle East Quartet with 
the addition of a few members  
here and there,” said Mohammad 
Shtayyeh, a leading member of the 

central committee of Fatah, the rul-
ing party in the Palestinian Author-
ity. Shtayyeh, who is close to Pales-
tinian President Mahmoud Abbas, 
said the Palestinians wanted “an 
international peace conference 
based on international legitimacy. 
We are looking for something with 
substance, not something cosmet-
ic.”

The Palestinians are still pinning 
their hopes on a French proposal 
to submit a draft resolution to the 
UN Security Council  setting a time 
frame — eighteen months to a cou-
ple of years — for the end of the 
Israeli 48-year occupation of East 
Jerusalem, the West Bank and the 
Gaza Strip . The French proposal is 
also to call for the establishment, 
alongside the state of Israel, of an 
independent Palestinian state on  
lands that represent about 22% of 
British Mandate for Palestine.

Shtayyeh said that “to the Pales-
tinians, the European move should 
be part of the French initiative”. He 
added that “the sequence of events 
should be as follows: the French 
go to the UN Security Council with 
their draft resolution and following 
that, on the basis of this new UN 
resolution, an international peace 
conference is convened”.

Two decades of fruitless bilateral 
peace talks and the relentless Is-
raeli policy of building Jewish set-
tlements on the land where Pales-
tinians want to establish a state are 
behind Palestinians’ insistence on 
having the international commu-
nity set a time frame for the end of 
Israeli occupation .

“We want to break the Israeli 
policy of imposing … facts on the 
ground,” said Shtayyeh, adding 
that the French proposal of a UN  
draft resolution was still alive de-
spite a recent failed attempt in the 
region by French Foreign Minister 
Laurent Fabius to get the approval 
of Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu.

The picture should be clearer by 
September when the UN General 
Assembly meets. Abbas will ad-

dress the UN body in New York as 
will other world leaders, includ-
ing US President Barack Obama. 
“We know  that the time frame 
to make things move is narrow,” 
said Shtayyeh . “We hardly have 
five months left before the United 
States gets busy with its presiden-
tial campaign.”

Both Israelis and Palestinians say 
they are in the dark as to what will 
be the US position regarding efforts 
to revive peace talks. “We still don’t 
know whether the US will use their 
veto power against a French draft 
resolution setting a time frame for 
the end of Israeli occupation,” said 
Shtayyeh.

Israeli political commentators 
for their part do not rule out that 
the Obama administration might 
look in the coming few months for 

a breakthrough in the Israeli-Pales-
tinian issue, once the deal with Iran 
gets congressional  approval.

The peace process is on its death 
bed, Fabius warned recently when 
addressing his European counter-
parts.

For his part Nickolay Mladenov, 
the UN peace process coordinator 
for the Middle East, told the UN 
Security Council last week that 
support for the two-state solu-
tion among both Palestinians and 
Israelis was “fading away”. The 
two-state solution, he said, was 
threatened by Israel’s occupation 
of Palestinian territory and set-
tlement construction there, along 
with occupation-related violence 
and lack of Palestinian unity; a ref-
erence to the rift between Hamas. 
which rules the Gaza Strip, and the 

Palestinian Authority based in the 
West Bank.

In an attempt to instil a sense of 
urgency, the UN Middle East envoy 
told the Security Council that “now 
(was) the time to act decisively to 
reverse the growing perception 
that the two-state solution is on life 
support, slowly dying a death by a 
thousand cuts”.

In a Middle East currently torn 
apart by multiple wars and con-
flicts, the Palestinians do worry 
about their issue being swept away 
under the table .

“We want to keep our cause on 
the  international agenda,” said 
Shtayyeh.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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Pinning hopes on the French. French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius lands in the West Bank city of 
Ramallah, on June 21, 2015.

Displaced people from the Yarmuk Palestinian 
refugee camp queuing to receive aid from 
UNRWA in Yalda, south of Damascus.

UN agencies are actively hurting Palestinians

P 

alestinians across the 
Middle East have 
never had an easy ride 
but their circum-
stances are getting 
much worse. Accord-

ing to the UN Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestinian Refugees 
in the Near East (UNRWA), 80% of 
the 500,000 Palestinians in Syria 
need help.

What’s more, the war in Syria 
created a problem for Palestin-
ians not experienced before: 
thousands are trapped in Syria, 
Lebanon and Jordan because of 
inadequate travel documents. 
Some have fled from Syria to 
Lebanon, where a quarter of the 
population are refugees, but life 
there is little better.

Many Syrian nationals envision 
their futures in Europe and have 
embarked on the dangerous 
journey through Turkey, Greece 
and Italy to reach Germany and 
Sweden, where they have been 
seeking asylum and refugee 
status. But because many 
Palestinians in Syria and Lebanon 
belong to no recognised state and 
thus have inadequate interna-
tional travel identification, the 
Turkey route and thus asylum in 

Europe are shut to them.
Palestinians can, in some cases 

and with great difficulty, move 
between Syria, Jordan, Lebanon 
and the Palestinian territories but 
each of these areas is experienc-
ing serious economic strife and 
conflict and are ill-equipped to 
help.

Not only are travel restrictions 
forcing Palestinians to remain in 
the midst of war and violence, an 
institutional ruling is blocking a 
route to a better life.

UNRWA, which began opera-
tions in 1950 on a temporary basis 
to assist Palestinians forced off 
their land, helps 5.5 million 
Palestinians in Lebanon, Jordan, 
Syria and Palestinian territories.

It employs more than 29,000 
people; crucially, almost all of 
whom are Palestinian and are 
otherwise unable to work in 
countries that bar refugees from 
taking up employment. In Syria 
and Lebanon, scenes of the worst 
fallout of the war, almost every 
family is dependent on UNRWA as 
its primary source of aid.

However, because UNRWA — 
and UNRWA alone — can assist 
Palestinians, no other UN agency 
can step in to help, including the 
UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR).

Similarly, the Refugee Conven-
tion reads: “[It] shall not apply to 
persons who are at present 
receiving protection or assistance 
from organs or agencies of the 
United Nations other than the 
United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees.”

As a result, Palestinians in Syria 
and Lebanon are excluded from 

even attempting to seek asylum 
assistance overseas because they 
are registered with UNRWA, 
which is itself on the brink of 
financial collapse.

If Palestinians were able to 
travel to territories outside of 
UNRWA’s areas of operations, 
Turkey, for example, they could 
possibly seek assistance from 
UNHCR but they can’t travel, and 
as such, are doomed to falling 
between two of the United 
Nations’ institutional stools.

There’s more to the story. If 
Palestinians could claim asylum 
in Europe, for example, the dream 
of establishing and returning to a 

future Palestinian state would 
collapse. Though older genera-
tions, politicians and ideologues 
see asylum for Palestinians as 
endangering the very idea of a 
state of Palestine, younger 
Palestinians are more concerned 
with securing their and their 
families’ futures by moving 
abroad to Europe, the United 
States and elsewhere, if they 
could.

The right of return has held a 
foremost role in Israeli-Palestin-
ian peace talks for decades. It has 
been a defining symbol in the 
hearts and consciousness of 
Palestinians — and Arabs — for 
generations. But today millions of 
Palestinians in Syria and Lebanon 
are suffering, and statehood is not 
something they have the luxury 
of thinking about.

Providing Palestinians with 
passports is perhaps a goal too 
ambitious in light of the fact that 
statehood has been debated for 
more than half a century but the 
United Nations can and must do 
more to align its institutions and 
agencies to better help Palestin-
ians. The United Nations and its 
member states must call for and 
effect radical change to the 
United Nations’ asylum set-up in 
light of current circumstances in 
Iraq and Syria. The least Palestin-
ians should be able to expect is 
institutional support that works 
for, not against them.

Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist 
who lived in Syria from 2007-12. 
He is the author of Revolt in Syria: 
Eye-Witness to the Uprising 
(Oxford University Press, 2012).
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