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France’s Mideast initiative is only available 
option as Americans disengage
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

P 

alestinians are embracing a 
French initiative to jump-
start peace negotiations 
with Israel as the United 
States, the traditional 

sponsor of Middle East peacemak-
ing, disengages as US presidential 
elections draw near.

Palestinians see the French ini-
tiative is the only option that might 
stop Israeli seizure of Palestinian 
land, improve deteriorating condi-
tions in the West Bank and the Gaza 
Strip and revive hopes of Palestinian 
statehood.

With their Arab supporters inun-
dated by the fallout of “Arab spring” 
revolutions and the militant vio-
lence gripping Iraq and Syria, Pal-
estinians feel a deep sense of aban-
donment and despair as they face 
hard-line Israeli policies.

Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas told French President Fran-
çois Hollande during an April 15th 
meeting in Paris that the Palestin-
ians fully back France’s new initia-
tive to advance the peace process.

Abbas spokesman Nabil Abu 
Rudeineh said the Palestinian lead-
er updated Hollande on “the diffi-
cult and suffocating circumstances 
in which the Palestinian people live, 
due to Israel’s occupation and set-
tlement expansion and the shadow 
of a diplomatic impasse”.

Hollande later went on a trip that 
took him to Egypt, Lebanon and 
Jordan, where he heard complaints 
about the burdens of hosting Syrian 
refugees and threats posed by the 
Syrian and Iraqi wars and Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants.

So far, little has emerged on the 
French initiative.

When Paris announced the initia-
tive in January, French officials said 
the effort would entail hosting an in-
ternational conference in the sum-
mer to establish a framework for a 

final Palestinian-Israeli peace deal. 
The two warring sides can stay away 
from the initial ceremonial meeting 
but must get into tough negotia-
tions right afterward, the initiative 
envisioned.

Initially, France said it would rec-
ognise a Palestinian state if the talks 
failed but French Foreign Minister 
Jean-Marc Ayrault later said the rec-
ognition would not come so soon.

Abbas, who set out for talks in 
Moscow with Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, later arrived in New 
York for UN meetings.

Travelling with Abbas, Abu 
Rudeineh said the Palestinian lead-
er told Hollande that “he hoped 
the French initiative would see the 
light”.

“France plays an important role 
in efforts to establish a fair, com-
prehensive and durable peace in ac-
cordance with international resolu-
tions,” Abu Rudeineh said.

Israel and the Palestinians are 
locked in renewed violence that has 
killed at least 200 Palestinians and 
28 Israelis since October. Tensions 
peaked then over what Palestinians 
saw as Israeli attempts to annex the 
revered al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusa-
lem.

Palestinians complain of humili-
ating living conditions under Israel’s 
military occupation, such as closure 
of West Bank cities, the siege on the 
Gaza Strip, Israeli harassment at 
checkpoints, home demolitions and 
land grabs to expand Jewish settle-

ments in Palestinian lands in vio-
lation of international law and UN 
resolutions.

Ahead of his foreign tour, Abbas 
called for a UN resolution condemn-
ing Israeli settlements and accused 
the United States of insufficient ac-
tion on the issue.

The draft resolution, which was 
submitted in March, defines Israeli 
settlements as illegal and calls for a 
one-year timetable to reach a final-
status agreement, according to a 
copy of the text posted online.

The resolution was written in con-
sultation with UN Security Council 
members but will likely be stymied 
by a US veto.

Washington has repeatedly ve-
toed Security Council resolutions 

opposed by Israel but there has 
been speculation that US President 
Barack Obama could change course 
in the waning days of his presiden-
cy.

Palestinian-Israeli peace talks 
have been stalled since a US initia-
tive collapsed in 2014.

Both Abbas and Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin Netanyahu openly 
expressed interest in meeting each 
other in the last several weeks but 
neither side has made a public move 
to get negotiations going. 
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French President François Hollande (L) and Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas talk after a meeting at the Élysée Palace in Paris, 
on April 15th.

Social media are Palestinians’ latest ally

A n Israeli soldier was 
caught on camera 
doing what Pales-
tinians have long 
asserted troops 
have often done: 

summarily executing a motion-
less Palestinian as he lay on the 
ground.

This was not the first time an 
Israeli soldier was caught killing a 
Palestinian and undoubtedly will 
not be the last. What is different, 
however, is that the action was 
caught on camera and attracted 
international attention. The UN 
Special Rapporteur on summary 
executions condemned Israel’s 
actions and said it carried “all the 
signs of a clear case of an extraju-
dicial execution”. Several inter-
national organisations followed 
suit.

Israeli officials were forced 
to arrest the soldier and charge 
him. However, given the impu-

nity with which Israeli soldiers 
operate, Israelis were stunned 
that the soldier was actually be-
ing charged for something that 
is commonplace and instead of 
ostracising the soldier, Israelis, 
including politicians, rallied in 
support of this killer.

The Israeli town of Beit 
Shemesh promoted a rally in 
favour of the soldier, labelled a 
“hero”, in which hundreds turned 
out in support. Online petitions 
calling for the soldier’s release 
gained more than 50,000 signa-
tures and public opinion polls 
indicate that most Israelis say the 
soldier should not face any pun-
ishment for his action.

The campaign worked: Israeli 
officials have announced that the 
soldier will face manslaughter — 
not murder — charges.

While there is tremendous sup-
port for the soldier, the Palestin-
ian who filmed the execution is 
facing a different reality: Emad 
Abu Shamsiya, a Palestinian shoe-
maker, was brave enough to both 
film the execution and release the 
video to a human rights non-gov-
ernmental organisation (NGO). 
Abu Shamsiya has been the target 
of death threats and a lawsuit by 
Israeli settlers seeking to silence 
him.

He, unfortunately, is no stran-
ger to this. For years, Israeli set-

tlers have tried to forcibly remove 
him from his home in the Old 
City of Hebron to make way for 
expanded Israeli settlements.

Abu Shamsiya is one of a num-
ber of Palestinians (and Israelis) 
who dare to speak out against 
Israel’s crimes. The Israeli NGO 
Breaking the Silence is one exam-
ple.

Breaking the Silence collects the 
testimony of Israeli soldiers who 
describe, many in excruciating 
detail, the crimes that they have 
perpetrated against Palestinians 
while serving in the Israeli Army. 
Their stories — vetted by an Israeli 
censor — are published anony-
mously.

Breaking the Silence is not 
radical. The group is not trying 
to get Israeli officers tried for war 
crimes (though they should be), it 
is not calling on Israelis to refuse 
to serve in the army (though they 
should) and yet this organisation 
is being accused of treason by 
Israel’s government for publishing 
these already censored accounts 
of Israel’s actions.

For Israel, shedding light on 
the actions of the most sacred 
Israeli institution — its military — 
is considered treason, even when 
that light is so weak as to make 
viewing impossible.

While Breaking the Silence 
remains largely toothless, Israel is 

using its full force to crush it. Im-
agine what it will do to Shamsiya.

We need not imagine: human 
rights organisations have for years 
documented Israeli mechanisms 
of witness intimidation and 
threats, including denying Pales-
tinians access to their land and 
homes, imprisoning Palestinians 
and threatening them with death.

We have seen laws passed by 
the Knesset to prevent Palestin-
ians from filing lawsuits against 
Israel and we have witnessed the 
frequent rampages by Israeli set-
tlers with the army turning a blind 
eye. Israeli human rights organi-
sations document the abysmal 
indictment rate of Israeli soldiers 
and settlers against Palestinians. 
And Palestinians know better 
than to use the Israeli system, 
for it is solely designed to give 
soldiers cover for the war crimes 
they commit.

And this is precisely why 
Palestinians must start taking its 
International Criminal Court ad-
mission more seriously. If they do 
not, we will continue to witness 
more summary executions and 
more Emad Abu Shamsiyas will 
risk their lives to show the world 
the truth.
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