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espite diplomatic 
achievements in 2015, 
such as Palestinians ef-
fectively joining the 
International Criminal 

Court (ICC) and being able to file 
complaints against Israel, the raising 
of the Palestinian flag at UN offices 
or the EU decision to label products 
made in Israeli settlements, it is un-
likely that 2016 will be a decisive 
year for Palestinian statehood or 
that Palestinians will be freed from 
the Israeli occupation.

The peace process is moribund 
and some Palestinians blame the 
way negotiations have been engi-
neered.

“Israel has a veto capacity for any 
step it opposes in the talks,” said 
Ambassador Afif Safieh, who served 
as head of Palestinian diplomatic 
missions in London, Washington 
and Moscow.

“Up to now, the Israelis have dic-
tated the terms of the peace process, 
which reflects the self-inflicted im-
potence of the international com-
munity. World powers consider 
themselves to be facilitators, forget-
ting there are binding international 
resolutions calling for the Israeli 
withdrawal of the territories occu-
pied in 1967,” said Safieh, who is cur-
rently a member of the Fatah Revo-
lutionary Council, one of the main 
political bodies of the Palestinian 
ruling party.

“We have to negotiate alone with 
the Israelis hence the total stalemate 
in the peace process,” he said.

For the past year, Palestinian Au-
thority President Mahmoud Abbas 
has been trying to internationalise 
the Palestinian question and get the 
UN Security Council to adopt a reso-
lution setting a two-year deadline 

for the establishment of a Palestini-
an state along the June 4, 1967, lines, 
followed by an international peace 
conference.

However, hopes for a break-
through in the coming months have 
been hindered by US President 
Barack Obama’s reluctance to tackle 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in his 
remaining months in office.

“We thought we could have an Ei-
senhower moment like in 1956 when 
the US president in one phone call, 
during a US electoral year, forced 
(Israel’s first prime minister David) 
Ben Gurion to withdraw from Sinai 
after the Israeli, French and British 
tripartite attack on that part of the 
world,” said Safieh.

The absence of political prospects 
to end the 48-year Israeli occupation 
of the West Bank, including East Je-
rusalem, and the blockade on Gaza 
in addition to Palestinian perceived 
threats to al Aqsa mosque and the 
expansion of Jewish settlements 
on the very land where Palestinians 
hope to establish their state, has giv-
en rise to anger and despair in the 
Palestinian street.

This is reflected in the stabbings 
and car-ramming attacks targeting 
Israeli soldiers, Jewish settlers and 
civilians. The attacks have claimed 
the lives of at least 20 Israelis and 
more than 117 Palestinians, some 
of whom have been killed during 
clashes or demonstrations.

Palestinians say their cause has 
been dropped from the internation-
al agenda as world and Arab leaders 
are focused on fighting the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Syria and Iraq though 
some are raising concerns that jihadi 
Salafist extremism might be feeding 
on the occupation of Palestinian 
lands.

Another problem facing the Pales-
tinians is “the absence of an inspir-
ing leadership able to articulate our 
cry for freedom out of captivity”, 
said Safieh, adding that the Palestin-
ians should try to fix their political 
apparatus.

“There are three main challenges 
awaiting the Palestinians,” he ex-
plained, referring first to the need 
to convening a general conference 
of Fatah “to refresh the legitimacy 
of our leadership”. The last time the 
Fatah conference convened was in 
2009.

“Secondly, we have to hold the 
Palestinian National Council (PNC) 
that is the Palestinian parliament-
in-exile whose members are from 
inside and outside the Palestin-
ian territories with the participation 
this time of Hamas and Islamic ji-
had,” Safieh said.

The third challenge, he said, is to 
reconcile Fatah and Hamas “or, in 
other words, the political reunifica-
tion of the West Bank and Gaza”.

Safieh emphasised that the Pal-
estinians need unity and a clear 
strategy and called for a non-violent 
resistance, which “will make the 
occupation unmanageable for the 
Israelis”.

This is, however, easier said than 
done as the Israeli cabinet might re-
act — as it did in the past — by ostra-
cising the Palestinian Authority po-
litically and financially should the 
reconciliation between Hamas and 
Fatah take place.

Another danger looming is the 
risk of the Palestinian Authority col-

lapsing altogether.
Though the picture seems bleak, 

there are some promising signs, and 
many pertain to the realm of public 
opinion.

In Europe and the United States, 
the anti-Israeli occupation Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanction Move-
ment is gaining traction. European 
public opinion seems to be more ad-

vanced than European governments 
on what should be done to prevent 
the collapse of the two-state solu-
tion and the rise of a de facto Israeli 
apartheid state in pre-1948 British 
mandate Palestine.

Dominique Roch is a regular 
analyst and special correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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Dream of nationhood. Palestinian flag raised at the UN heaquar-
ters in New York, last September.

A year of impunity

A
s 2015 closed, we 
Palestinians looked 
back and saw the 
world had failed us.

Palestinians 
marked 2014 with 

two significant events: Israel’s 
attack on the Gaza Strip, in which 
it killed more than 2,100 Pales-
tinians, demolished or damaged 
more than 100,000 homes and 
businesses and bombed hospitals, 
schools, water infrastructure and 
clinics; and the accession to Inter-
national Criminal Court.

Palestinians expected 2015 
would be the year of account-
ability; that, after granting Israel 
impunity for nearly 70 years, the 
world would wake up and stop Is-
rael flouting international law and 
humanity. We expected that the 
Palestinian Authority (PA) would 
do the same.

Yet 2015 was a year of impunity. 
After Israel’s bombing cam-
paign, and with the help of the 
international community, of the 
thousands of homes and build-
ings damaged or destroyed during 
Israel’s onslaught, the United Na-
tions has assisted in the construc-
tion of only one home. Yes, one 
home.

The reasons? A combination of 
lack of funds (though the inter-
national community pledged 
more than $5 billion, less than 
one-third was actually paid) and 
Israel’s insistence (as accepted 
by the United Nations) that Israel 
be allowed to control the flow of 
construction materials to Gaza. 
The result is that thousands of 
Palestinians remain homeless de-
spite assurances to the contrary.

And the impunity does not stop 
there: Not a single country, in-
cluding the PA, has held Israel to 
account for its 2014 onslaught or 
for its continued theft of Palestin-
ian land. Not a single Israeli has 
faced criminal charges and Israeli 
officials continue to be received in 
foreign capitals as though Israel’s 
2014 assault did not occur.

This impunity bolstered Israel’s 
actions in 2015. Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s 
landslide victory came as no sur-
prise to anyone paying attention 
to Israeli politics given the shift to 
the extreme right. Today, of the 
120 members of Israel’s Knesset, 
only the anti-Zionist party (hold-
ing a mere 13 seats) support equal 
rights for Palestinians while the 
vast majority of members of the 
Knesset do not support Palestin-
ian freedom.

And it shows: In 2015, the 
Israeli government actively 
pushed for increased settlement 
construction and expansion, 
supported right-wing extremists 
who seek to destroy the Haram 
al-Sharif, instituted shoot-to-
kill policies against Palestinians 
protesting Israeli rule, turned a 
blind eye to the murders of the 

Dawabshe family whose home 
was set ablaze by Israeli settlers, 
and continued its home demoli-
tion policies.

With Israel receiving unbridled 
diplomatic support in the face 
of this and increased US finan-
cial assistance, it is little wonder 
that Israel continues to do as it 
pleases.

The European Union’s re-
sponse to Israel’s crimes has been 
similarly meek. After 20 years of 
pressing for labelling of Israeli 
settler goods, the European Union 
has finally decided to institute its 
own policies. And before it pats 
itself on the back for confronting 
Israel, this labelling is nothing 
more than that — labelling — and 
does not involve holding Israel to 

account or even banning settle-
ment goods.

For Palestinians, however, the 
Palestinian Authority and its au-
thoritarian, unelected “leaders” 
continue to abet Israel’s crimes. 
The promised swift PA response 
to Israel’s crimes was instead now 
typical PA fear of alienating the 
United States, Europe and every 
other donor to the flailing Pales-
tinian Authority.

While protests are erupting 
throughout all parts of occupied 
Palestine, Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas continues to 
busy himself with consolidating 
his power, destroying the rem-
nants of democratic Palestinian 
institutions and ingratiating him-
self to an American leader who 
has made it clear that he will not 
do anything to secure Palestinian 
freedom before his term expires 
in a year.

And so the year of Israeli impu-
nity will give rise to the year of 
Palestinians claiming their rights; 
a year in which the Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) 
Movement will continue to grow 
despite Israeli attempts (and 
sanctioned by the Israeli Supreme 
Court) attempts to quash it. The 
Palestinian Authority will make 
itself even more irrelevant in the 
eyes of Palestinians and a year in 
which Palestinians — fed up with 
living under repressive Israeli 
rule — will continue to rise up to 
demand freedom, equality and 
above all else, dignity.

Diana Buttu is a Palestinian 
lawyer and former member of the 
PLO Negotiation Committee.
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An Israeli settler (R), attacks a Palestinian 
journalist near Hebron in the occupied West 
Bank, last October.


