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Ramallah

A 

proposed French peace 
initiative is neither one 
of a kind, nor a break-
through in the long se-
ries of attempts to solve 

the Palestinian-Israeli conflict or 
resume peace talks, which came to 
a halt in April 2014, but Palestinians 
have welcomed the move.

It was proposed by French Presi-
dent François Hollande to jump-
start negotiations with Israel as 
the United States, the traditional 
sponsor of talks between Palestin-
ians and Israelis, stepped back as US 
presidential elections draw closer.

To the Palestinians, peacemaking 
is not new.

For decades, they have been part 
of unilateral and bilateral plans to 
solve the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict, which is viewed as one of the 
most complicated political issues in 
modern history.

Starting with the UN Security 
Council Resolution 242 in 1967, all 
the way to Annapolis in 2007 and 
Washington in 2010, no peacemak-
ing initiative or plan has brought an 
end to the conflict.

While Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas expressed appre-
ciation for French efforts during a 
meeting with French Foreign Min-
ister Jean-Marc Ayrault in mid-May, 
the government of Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu re-
jected the initiative.

Netanyahu said in a statement: 
“Israel remains steadfast in its posi-
tion that the best way to resolve the 

conflict between Israel and the Pal-
estinians is by direct and bilateral 
negotiations.”

Many Palestinians say the ini-
tiative offers what they have been 
looking for in a peace plan.

Riyad Mansour, permanent ob-
server of the state of Palestine to the 
United Nations, said in a telephone 
interview that the French initiative 
won Palestinians’ support because 
it is European, multilateral and of-
fers new terms.

He said the initiative marked a 
shift in the European mindset re-
garding who takes the initiative in 
political affairs. “The US no longer 
leads while Europe applauds. It now 
leads and invites the US to join,” he 
noted.

This is significant because Pal-
estinians are losing faith in peace 
talks because of the US monopoly, 
which to many is seen as only for Is-
rael’s advantage. The United States 
is regarded as Israel’s closest ally 
and could not be a neutral broker in 
peace, the thinking goes.

Palestinian political analyst Jihad 
Harab said Palestinians support the 
French initiative because they want 
to see an end to US domination over 
peace talks and engage the wider 
international community in the de-
bate, an idea Israel rejects.

But underlining the fact that the 
United States is still an important 
player in the process, the meeting 
was set for May 30th but then re-
scheduled to June 3rd to ensure that 
US Secretary of State John Kerry 
could attend.

While the French initiative did 
not necessarily bring new ideas 
and has been described as vague 

and general, it revolves around an 
international peace conference and 
debate similar to the Iran and Syria 
talks.

Palestinians say the conflict could 
be solved through international in-
tervention, which would pressure 
Israel as it insists on unconditional 
and unilateral negotiations.

Paris planned to host a ministerial 
meeting of 20 countries, including 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Jordan, as 
a first step to discussing the peace 
process. The meeting is expected 
to proceed without participation by 
Israeli and Palestinian representa-
tives, ahead of the main interna-
tional peace conference to be held 

in Paris soon after.
For these reasons, and because 

the initiative is the only option 
available on the table, the Palestin-
ian side is on board.

While Palestinians are optimistic 
that the French initiative is offering 
hope, experts and officials admit 
they do not expect the initiative to 
help reach a final solution.

Ramallah-based Palestinian po-
litical analyst Abdul Majid Sweilem 
said the initiative must not be con-
sidered a breakthrough, especially 
with Israel’s ongoing policies.

Even though it is not certain 
whether the initiative will accom-
plish the goals set by France, Man-

sour said Palestinians should sup-
port the plan because it is a sign that 
the world is not silent and the effort 
could end the political deadlock.

But what if Israel foils the ini-
tiative by refusing to be part of the 
peace conference?

Sweilem said the initiative has 
cornered Israel in the sense that, if 
it objects to participating in the pro-
cess, the decision would increase its 
international isolation and make it 
appear responsible for the impasse 
and violence in the region.

Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah, 
has reported on Palestinian-Israeli 
issues for more than five years.
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French President François Hollande (L) talks with Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas after their 
meeting at the Elysée Palace in Paris, on April 16th.
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France’s Israeli-Palestinian peace initiative likely dead-on-arrival  

W
hat is France 
doing? For 
several months 
now, the 
Hollande 
government 

has been trying to organise a 
20-nation ministerial conference 
designed to relaunch the mori-
bund Israeli-Palestinian peace 
process but to what end?

The original date was May 30th 
but Paris postponed the gather-
ing when it was announced that 
US Secretary of State John Kerry 
would not be available. Kerry ap-
parently found an opening in his 
schedule so the conference is to 
convene June 3rd.

Kerry’s evident lack of en-
thusiasm reveals that he has no 
intention to expend considerable 
energy on the French initiative. He 
tried to revive the peace process 
in the early months of his term as 
secretary of State only to see the 
effort crash in April 2014. With less 
than eight months remaining in 
his tenure, why would he want to 
revisit the issue?

The proposed French conclave 
is to include a number of Arab 
states, including Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt, but neither Israel nor the 
Palestinians were invited. Palestin-
ian Authority President Mahmoud 
Abbas supports the initiative but 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 

Netanyahu would not attend even 
if asked.

When French Foreign Minister 
Jean-Marc Ayrault visited Israel 
for discussions about the confer-
ence, Netanyahu told him in no 
uncertain terms that “the only way 
to advance true peace between us 
and the Palestinians is through di-
rect talks, without preconditions”. 
This is a completely logical posi-
tion for him to take as Israel holds 
all the cards, monopolises coercive 
power and continues to unilater-
ally pursue its settlement agenda 
and associated ethnic cleansing. So 
why not talk mano a mano?

To their credit, the French realise 
that the current situation is unten-
able in the long — and maybe even 
medium — term and also under-
stand that Islamist extremism is 
fuelled in large part by continued 
frustration over the ongoing hu-
miliation of Palestinians.

“This initiative is necessary 
because if nothing happens, if 
there is no strong French initiative, 
then colonisation, attacks, terrorist 
attacks and several conflicts are 
going to continue,” Ayrault said 
recently. He is right.

The reality is this: Israel op-
poses it — both in principle and in 
terms of what it aims to achieve, a 
two-state solution — and Kerry is 
attending simply to cover Israel’s 
back. The odds of this initiative 
moving forward are slim.

Rumours have bounced around 
Washington in recent months that 
US President Barack Obama is pre-
paring to do something dramatic 
concerning Israeli-Palestinian 
peace before he leaves office in 
January.

Some have said the United 
States may support — or at least 
not veto — a UN Security Council 
resolution to condemn Israeli set-

tlement building. Such a resolution 
would be consistent with official 
US policy but Mark Toner, a US 
State Department spokesman, has 
said repeatedly that “our position 
hasn’t changed in terms of action 
on this issue at the UN Security 
Council”, meaning the United 
States will veto criticism of Israel.

Moreover, the United States 
has historically wanted to keep 
the peace process, even when it 
is on life support, a US monopoly. 
Neither the United Nations nor 
France will be allowed to assume 
America’s self-appointed leader-
ship role.

All of this plays perfectly into 
Netanyahu’s hands.

Do not forget that this is an 

election year in the United States. 
Obama will not want to say or do 
anything that undermines Hillary 
Clinton or that forces her to refute 
him.

Obama tried twice to move the 
peace process forward, in his first 
term with special Middle East 
negotiator George Mitchell and in 
his second with Kerry’s attempt. 
Both times Obama was stymied by 
Netanyahu, who openly supported 
Mitt Romney against Obama in 
2012 and led the lobbying cam-
paign in Washington against the 
Iran nuclear deal.

What could Obama gain at this 
point in his presidency by either 
joining a French-led initiative (that 
Israel opposes) or taking a bold 
step at the United Nations (that 
Israel opposes)?

More likely Obama will give 
an address after the November 
US election in which he lays out 
his view of a just-and-fair Israeli-
Palestinian peace. That’s what Bill 
Clinton did in January 2001, in the 
final days of his presidency.

In a speech before a pro-peace 
Jewish-American organisation, 
Clinton outlined the proposed 
“parameters” for a two-state solu-
tion, a proposal that effectively 
foreshadowed the Saudi peace 
initiative that was endorsed by 
the Arab League in 2002 (and was 
opposed by Israel). The audience 
applauded Clinton’s speech. The 
Israelis ignored it; after all, Clinton 
was history at that point. The 
Palestinians continued to see their 
hopes evaporate.

Bonne chance, Paris.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.
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Neither the United 
Nations nor France will 
be allowed to assume 
America’s self-appointed 
leadership role.

 Palestine   Israel

Palestinian negotiator Saeb Erakat (L) and 
France’s special envoy for its initiative to renew 
Israeli-Palestinian peace talks Pierre Vimont (R) 
leave at the end of a meeting, last March, in the 
West Bank city of Ramallah.


