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Hamas leadership’s visit to Riyadh raises questions

London

T 

he latest back and forth 
between Saudi Arabia 
and Hamas has raised 
questions over Riyadh’s 
foreign policy in the re-

gion amid opposing claims regard-
ing whether Hamas leader Khaled 
Meshaal’s visit to Riyadh in July 
constituted an official visit.

Riyadh denied claims that it 
has changed its policy towards 
Hamas, an offshoot of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, after Meshaal 
visited the Saudi capital and met 
with King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz 
Al Saud on July 16th.

Meshaal initially hailed the 
visit, the first in three years, as “a 
step in the right direction” in com-
ments carried by Hamas’s official 
website. “We opened a new page 
in the relationship with the lead-
ership of the kingdom,” he said.

However, Saudi Foreign Min-
ister Adel al-Jubeir denied that 
this had been an official visit to 
the kingdom. “There was no (po-
litical) visit by Hamas to the king-
dom,” he said in response to media 
questions during a July 23rd news 
conference in Jeddah with Egyp-
tian counterpart Sameh Shoukry.

“A group from Hamas, includ-
ing Khaled Meshaal, visited Mecca 

for Umrah. They performed the 
Eid prayers there and offered Eid 
greetings to the king. There were 
no meetings,” Jubeir said in com-
ments carried by the state-owned 
Saudi Press Agency.

“The position of the kingdom 
towards Hamas has not changed, 
nor its positions concerning sup-
porting the Palestinian Author-
ity and Egypt’s efforts to preserve 
stability and security,” Jubeir  
said.

Egypt, where the Muslim Broth-
erhood was in power for one year 
under Muhammad Morsi and 
which designated the Islamist 
organisation a banned terrorist 
group in December 2013, is one of 
Saudi Arabia’s closest regional al-
lies. The Brotherhood was formal-
ly designated a terrorist organi-
sation in Saudi Arabia in a March 
2014 royal decree by King Abdul-
lah bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud.

“Cooperation in countering ter-
rorism between the kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt shall con-
tinue through security channels,” 
Jubeir said at the news confer-
ence, during which he welcomed 
Cairo’s support for the Saudi-led 
coalition in Yemen.

While Egypt is escalating its 
domestic campaign against the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the coun-
try’s Court of Urgent Matters in 
June overturned a February rul-
ing designating Hamas as a terror-
ist organisation, with reports that 
Egypt’s change of attitude was, at 
least in part, due to Saudi Arabia.

Responding to Saudi Arabia’s 
denials, Hamas spokesman Saleh 
Aruri argued that the meeting be-
tween Meshaal and King Salman 

had not been a “courtesy meeting, 
as portrayed by others”, adding 
that Meshaal and senior Hamas 
figures will pay a visit to Riyadh in 
August.

Egypt’s media were quick to 
question whether the visit indi-
cated a change in Saudi Arabia’s 
policy towards the Palestinian 
group, which has ruled the Gaza 
Strip since 2007, breaching a 
Saudi-mediated agreement and 
straining relations to a breaking 
point.

However, at a time when Saudi 

Arabia is at war with Iran-backed 
Houthi rebels in Yemen, while 
also seeking to fend off Islamic 
State (ISIS) terrorism, many say 
that Riyadh is seeking to estab-
lish a broad-based Sunni regional 
coalition to defend Arab Gulf in-
terests.

One Egyptian diplomat, speak-
ing to Egypt’s Al-Ahram newspa-
per, said the visit was the “clear re-
sult” of tensions between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia, adding that Riyadh 
is now seeking to form a “Sunni 
bloc” to deal with the threat rep-

resented by the Shia-ruled Islamic 
Republic.

“Saudi Arabia could be partially 
motivated by a desire to weaken 
Iran by drawing Hamas away 
from Tehran’s influence as well,” 
he added, speaking on the condi-
tion of anonymity. Hamas has dis-
tanced itself from Iran following 
Tehran’s involvement in the Syr-
ian conflict, including transferring 
its long-time base from Damascus 
to Qatar in 2012 and announcing 
that Tehran has ceased providing 
financial assistance to the group.
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Palestinian President Mahmud Abbas (top-R) meeting with Hamas leader Khaled Meshaal in Doha, on 
July 20, 2014.
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The Israeli government’s moral shortcoming

T
he pending order to 
demolish the small 
Palestinian village of 
Susiya, in the southern 
Judean mountains in 
the occupied West 

Bank, represents the most blatant 
violation of human rights. The 
order calls for the forcible 
removal of several hundred 
Palestinians who have been living 
on the land from the time of the 
Ottoman Empire and have deeds 
to prove their claim of ownership.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, who never misses an 
opportunity to remind the world 
that Israel is a democracy guided 
by moral principles, seems not to 
care about displacing Palestinian 
women and children. His excuse is 
that this dusty village, established 
in 1830, is the site of archaeological 
remains of a fifth-century syna-
gogue and a tenth-century mosque 
and must be preserved.

The real reason is that Netan-
yahu is leading a coalition gov-
ernment that is committed to 
preventing Palestinians from build-
ing anywhere in Area C, which 
represents 61% of the West Bank, 
and is openly seeking its outright 
annexation.

This policy is repeatedly rein-
forced by the government’s refusal 
to grant building permits to Susiya 
residents while, at the same time, 
it is funding facilities and security 
for a religious Israeli settlement 
established in 1983 with the same 
name only a short distance south 
of Palestinian Susiya.

It is hard to express how outra-
geous the behaviour of Netan-

yahu’s government is when only 
hours after Israel’s High Court of 
Justice ordered the demolition of 
two illegally built Israeli structures 
in the West Bank settlement of Beit 
El, Netanyahu authorised the im-
mediate construction of 300 units 
in the same settlement.

In response to the ruling, Naftali 
Bennett, the leader of the ultra-
conservative Jewish Home Party, 
said, “This is an unfortunate ruling 
by the High Court… [that] will 
bring about a wave of construction 
across the settlements.” Bennett’s 
statement was strongly echoed by 
Justice Minister Ayelet Shaked who 
said that, while the court order 
must be accepted, the Israelis will 
immediately rebuild. “This is the 
Jewish way. You don’t lose hope 
and you keep building, building, 
building,” she said.

The implications of this inhuman 
action, should it be carried out, 
transcends the demolition of one 
Palestinian village. It points out not 
only the hypocrisy of Netanyahu 
and his cohorts but the moral deca-
dence of a government that seems 
bent on defying the international 
community and the basic tenets of 
civilised behaviour.

Susiya is but another example 
of the Netanyahu government’s 
flagrant and callous disregard of 
the Palestinians’ fundamental right 
to live with dignity. Indeed, I am re-
minded of a passage in John Stein-
beck’s The Grapes of Wrath, which, 
although about a different time and 
place, speaks directly to what is 
taking place in the West Bank: “If it 
was the law they was workin’ with, 
why we could take it. But it ain’t 
the law. They’re a-working away at 
our spirits. They’re a-tryin’ to make 
us cringe an’ crawl like a whipped 
bitch. They’re tryin’ to break us… 
They’re working on our decency.”

At a time when Israel’s image is 
tarnished, demolishing Palestinian 
Susiya will only intensify the mas-
sive international condemnation 
of the Israeli occupation and the 
Netanyahu government’s insatiable 
thirst for more Palestinian land.

Netanyahu’s demagoguery has 
been time and again put on full 
display when he talks about a 
two-state solution but continues to 
expand Israeli settlements by pro-
viding them with amenities while 
depriving scores of Palestinian 
villages, including Susiya, of basic 
needs such as water and electricity.

The mere thought of demolish-
ing Susiya, not to speak of actually 
executing it, will be another nail 
in the coffin of the Israeli peace 
process. Netanyahu, more than any 
other Israeli prime minister, will be 
judged harshly for destroying the 
prospect for peace bit by bit.

There is nothing that he can say 
or do to justify the demolition of 
Susiya or any other Palestinian 
village or housing unit built in the 
West Bank — on their own territory 
— to accommodate natural growth 
and enable them to live a life with-
out fear and intimidation.

The Israelis who support the 
demolition of this poor village 
are rendering the most ghastly 
disservice to Israel’s image and its 
very future as a democratic state. 
They have become complicit in 
the despicable act of uprooting 
law-abiding Palestinians. No Israeli 
with a conscience should remain 
silent and allow the Netanyahu 
government to devour what little 
the Palestinians have left.

After 48 years of occupation, the 
time has come for all decent Israelis 
to think about the future of their 
country. Where is Israel heading, 
and for how much longer can the 
occupation and the injustices con-
tinue without jeopardising Israel’s 
very existence?

Making the lives of Palestin-
ians unbearable in the hope that 
they will eventually leave is a pipe 
dream as the infliction of unfor-
giving horrible pain on the young 
and old will only strengthen their 
resolve to stay. They have the 
entire international community 
behind them, and no Israeli force 
can dislodge them as they would 
rather die than succumb to tyranni-
cal edicts.

I applaud the Israelis who joined 
the Palestinian demonstration 
against the potential demolition 
of Susiya on July 24th. Hundreds 
of thousands more should follow 
in their steps. Indeed, in the final 
analysis, the public, not the gov-
ernment, can shape the country’s 
destiny.

It is understandable that the 
Israelis’ fatigue with the Palestinian 
conflict has led to complacency but 
this is not a luxury that any Israeli 
can afford at this juncture.

The Palestinians will not fade 
away and only the Israeli public can 
stop this morally corrupt bunch, 
the so-called Israeli leaders in the 
government, from destroying the 
moral foundations on which Israel 
was established.

Alon Ben-Meir is an American 
specialist on the Arab-Israeli 
conflict.
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