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I 

sraeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu’s appointment of 
far-right politician Avigdor 
Lieberman as Defence minis-
ter is likely to scupper interna-

tional efforts to restart peace talks 
between Israel and the Palestinians.

The Defence Ministry is the most 
influential government department 
in Israel. It oversees the occupation 
of the West Bank and enforces the 
siege on the Gaza Strip. Until 1967, 
the general rule was that the prime 
minister was also the defence min-
ister.

Lieberman, born in 1958 in the 
Soviet Union, lives in an illegal Is-
raeli West Bank settlement and has 
frequently called for the overthrow 
of Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas, the beheading and drown-
ing of Palestinian prisoners, the 
destruction of the West Bank and a 
war against Gaza.

Netanyahu’s decision is seen as 
a blow to a French peace initiative, 
a clear message that Israel is more 
interested in settlement expansion 
and land confiscation and an indi-
cation of a possible broader govern-
ment swing to the right.

Political analyst Ismat Mansour 
said Netanyahu made his stance 
clear when he chose the right-wing 
nationalist Lieberman over the 
centre-left social democrat Isaac 
Herzog.

Palestinians and Israelis alike 
have described Netanyahu’s new 
coalition, which is largely made 
up of ultra-nationalist and ultra-
religious parties, as the most right-
wing in Israel’s history.

The agreement with Lieberman 
brought more stability to Netan-
yahu’s government, taking it from 
a razor-thin majority of 61 members 
in the 120-seat parliament, to 66 
seats.

Mansour said that with right-
wing Jewish Home party leader 
Naftali Bennett and Lieberman in 
the same coalition “there will never 
be a practical step towards peace or 
a chance that Israel makes any con-
cessions regarding the issue of Jeru-
salem or right of return”.

At a time when the Palestin-
ian leadership, along with around 
20 countries, including Arab na-
tions, has expressed support for 
the French peace initiative to begin 
multilateral negotiations, the ap-
pointment is a setback for peace ef-
forts.

While Mansour said Lieberman’s 
views would likely not influence an 
already far-right policy, Aida Tou-
ma, an Arab member of the Israeli 

parliament, said the appointment 
would have grave consequences on 
Arabs in Israel, who make up about 
20% of the population.

“Lieberman is joining an already 
fascist government and this addi-
tion shall only reinforce a general 
trend to pass more racist laws,” she 
said.

Palestinians, including officials, 
expressed dismay regarding Lieber-
man’s appointment, reading it as a 
message from Netanyahu against 
peace, negotiations, against end-
ing the occupation of the West Bank 
and the siege of Gaza and, most im-
portantly, against the French peace 
initiative.

But political analyst Adel 
Shadeed said Lieberman’s appoint-
ment would probably have more of 
an effect on the Israeli society than 
on the deteriorating situation in the 
West Bank and the Gaza Strip or on 
peace efforts.

Top military and security offic-
ers are likely to tame Lieberman’s 
views on policy towards the West 
Bank and Gaza, he said.

“Lieberman’s appointment is 
bound to deepen the gap between 
Palestinians in Israel and the Jew-
ish community. It will increase the 
targeting and oppression of Arabs 
as well as dampen the role of the 
left, which generally supports a 
two-state solution,” said Shadeed.

Lieberman recently described Is-
raeli human rights groups known 
for documenting abuse against 
Palestinians as “traitors”. “The left-
leaning groups were funded by the 
same people who finance Hamas,” 
he said.

“Being described as a leftist is in-

creasingly becoming an insult in Is-
rael and the army that once served 
Israel will now serve the settlers 
and Judea and Samaria instead,” 
said Shadeed, referring to the bib-
lical names of the West Bank and 
Gaza used by hard-line Israelis.

Despite predictions of a shift to-
wards a more radical discourse in 
Israel, many Palestinian and Israeli 
political experts say there is no need 
to worry over Lieberman’s presence 
in such a highly critical position.

Amos Harel, the military affairs 
analyst of the English-language 
newspaper Haaretz, said once 
Lieberman assumes duties, he will 
become more pragmatic and less 
polarising.

“When you sit in the chair and 
consider the consequences of your 
decisions, things look different,” 
the New York Times quoted him as 

saying.
However, concerns remain re-

garding Lieberman’s effect on the 
Israeli military’s conduct in the 
West Bank and what is considered 
ethical practice, such as an Israeli 
soldier’s killing of an unarmed and 
injured Palestinian man in Hebron.

Former Defence minister Moshe 
Ya’alon and top generals strongly 
condemned the Israeli sergeant’s 
conduct but Lieberman showed up 
at the court to express support.

Shadeed said the message Pales-
tinians need to read is that Netan-
yahu’s right-wing government has 
become stronger and Israeli society 
is supporting a shift towards the 
right.

Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah, 
has reported on Palestinian-Israeli 
issues for more than five years.
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Avigdor Lieberman, head of far-right Yisrael Beitenu party, arrives 
at his party’s meeting in the Knesset, the Israeli parliament, in 
Jerusalem, on May 23rd.
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Erekat: Peace and democracy, a recipe to defeat ISIS

Jericho

C
hief Palestinian 
negotiator Saeb 
Erekat said peace 
and democracy in 
the Arab world 
can defeat the 
cycle of violence 
sweeping across a 

region in turmoil, with Islamic 
State (ISIS) ruling parts of Syria 
and Iraq, which are suffering 
from a bloody civil war and 
sectarian violence.

Speaking to foreign journalists at 
his Jericho office, Erekat insisted 
that using war to end the region’s 
troubles may be futile.

“Some in the West have the 
impression that they can kill ideas 
with bullets. I do not think we can 
defeat ISIS with bullets,” Erekat 
said. “Bad ideas can be defeated by 
better ones, such as democracy in 
the Arab world and peace between 
Palestinians and Israelis.”

ISIS gained control over large 
areas of Iraq and Syria in 2014 and 
carried out high-profile attacks 
in other parts of the Arab world, 
Europe, North America and Asia.

The number of foreign fighters 
in Iraq and Syria has more than 
doubled since 2014 to at least 
27,000, according to a 2015 report 
by intelligence consultancy, the 
Soufan Group.

ISIS is an international threat, 
which has brought it into conflict 
with many governments, mili-
tias and other armed groups but 
Erekat said the only way to defeat 
ISIS is by nurturing democracy 
in the Arab world and reaching a 
final solution to the unresolved 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, due 
to its significance to Arabs and 
Muslims.

The Arabs addressed the 1948 
Israeli annexation of the British-
mandate Palestine when Israel 
was proclaimed as a state and the 
takeover of the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip in 1967 as a shared 
cause. The occupation of Palestine 
territories is increasingly driv-
ing young people to lose hope in 
peace.

Erekat noted that more than half 
of the Arab population is under the 
age of 24 and many of the young 
people are losing hope in a better 
reality and a solution to the long-
standing conflict.

“In the minds of Arabs and 
Muslims, the Palestinian cause is 
the number one issue. I cannot 
compete with Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi, who is promising desperate 
young Arabs 70 virgins and castles 
in heaven,” he said.

To reduce the extremist out-
reach in the region, Arabs must 
invest in youth and offer them bet-
ter educations and opportunities 
to prevent exploitation by extrem-
ist groups.

“As unemployment rises and the 
youths’ trust in state institutions 
erodes, they will seek security in 
sectarianism and the promises of 
thugs and murderers,” Erekat said.

He cautioned European coun-
tries that if the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict becomes a religious one, 
other countries and world capitals 
would soon be under curfew.

“What happened in Brussels 
and France is just the tip of the 
iceberg,” he said, referring to the 
November terror attacks in Paris 
and the March attacks in Brussels.

As the French peace initiative 
moves slowly to restart negotia-
tions, Erekat insisted that the solu-
tion is already available.

“It is a two-state solution based 
on the 1967 line,” he said. “The 
state of Palestine to live side by 
side with the state of Israel in 

peace and security.”
He said: “We have recognised 

Israel’s right to exist on 78% of his-
toric Palestine and accepted to es-
tablish our state on the remaining 
22% of the land. When we began 
negotiations, there were less than 
200,000 settlers in the West Bank 
and East Jerusalem. Today there 
are 600,000 settlers.”

Giving Israel more options, 
Erekat said: “Arabs have the Arab 
peace initiative of 2002 telling 
Israel once you withdraw from 
1967 occupied Palestinian territo-
ries, 57 Arab and Muslim countries 
will have relations with (Israel). 
So normalise and be in peace with 
them.”

The Palestinian Authority ex-
pressed support for the Arab peace 
initiative, which Erekat described 
as “the most important since 
1948”, but warned of attempts by 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu to reverse the initiative 
and secure normalisation first.

“He (Netanyahu) tells Arabs why 
won’t you normalise with me, then 
I withdraw. This will not happen,” 
Erekat said.

“Netanyahu is determined to 
undermine the two-state solution. 
In the upcoming months, I see 
more settlements, more dictations 
and I see him pushing Palestin-
ians and Israelis towards a circle 
of bloodshed and violence, unless 
the international community in 
Paris can stop him.”

Erekat insisted that the world 
community must stop treating 
Israel as a country above the law.

“Is there a difference between 
a thug and a murderer who cuts 
the throats of Western journal-
ists in Syria and Iraq in the name 
of ISIS and someone who burns 
an 18-month-old toddler named 
Ali Dawabsheh, his mother and 
father?” he asked.

Erekat was drawing similarities 
between jihadists and Israeli se-
curity forces, who are said to have 
witnessed, condoned and even fa-
cilitated torching the house of the 
toddler and his parents, who were 
asleep inside, in their village north 
of the West Bank in July 2015.

“I will not accept to be under the 
rule of an Islamic state or a Jewish 
state,” Erekat said.
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Palestinian chief negotiator Saeb Erekat speaks to reporters at a 
conference room in his government office in Jericho. (Firas Adasi) 
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