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ot one, but two peace in-
itiatives are being circu-
lated in hopes of finding 
a negotiated settlement 
to the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict.
One is 14 years old and the other 

was proposed by France in 2015 to 
get the world involved in multilat-
eral negotiations to facilitate the 
resumption of talks between Pales-
tinians and Israelis.

The first proposal, the Arab Peace 
Initiative, offered Israel “full diplo-
matic and normal relations” with 
57 Arab and Muslim countries in 
exchange for a “comprehensive” 
Israeli peace agreement with the 
Palestinians. Iran was among coun-
tries that endorsed the initiative 
proposed by Saudi Arabia in 2002.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu gave reserved approv-
al to the Arab initiative, saying it 
consists of the pillars of peace but 
must be “updated” to reflect more 
current times, specifically after the 
“Arab spring” revolutions.

The French initiative, which Ne-
tanyahu rejected outright, aims 

at breaking the Israeli-Palestinian 
deadlock before the expected show-
down at the UN General Assembly 
in September. It seeks to revive 
the talks based on the 1967 borders 
with agreed land swaps, negotiated 
security arrangements for Israel and 
a Palestinian state. Talks on thorny 
issues, such as the right of return of 
Palestinian refugees and the fate of 
the traditionally Arab sector of east 
Jerusalem, would be put off to a 
later date.

The two initiatives aim at facili-
tating the creation of a state for the 
Palestinians to live side-by-side in 
peace and security with Israel.

The Palestinian Authority (PA) 
expressed complete support for the 
Arab Peace Initiative, also known as 
the Saudi plan, describing it as “the 
most important since 1948”. It also 
endorsed the French plan, which 
calls for an international peace con-
ference.

The EU’s Foreign Affairs Council, 
comprising the 28 foreign ministers 
of the EU members, also adopted 
a resolution backing the French 
peace effort and calling for an in-
ternational peace conference before 
the end of the year.

Nevertheless, Israel took steps 
that left some analysts certain that 
Netanyahu is little interested in 
peace initiatives, whether European 
or Arab, and is using international ef-
forts to buy time to create a reality 
that would render the two-state so-
lution impossible.

Khaldoun Barghouti, a journal-
ist and expert on Israeli political 
affairs, said Netanyahu is simply 
buying time and maintaining the 
same policies to reach a point where 

it is no longer possible to create a 
Palestinian state.

“Netanyahu is against a two-state 
solution and has made that clear on 
several occasions. He aims to take 
over Area C, which constitutes 60% 
of the West Bank and is under Israe-
li control, to become part of Israel, 
rendering the idea of a Palestinian 
state simply unviable,” Barghouti 
said.

Only days after the Paris peace 
summit, Israeli authorities an-
nounced plans to construct 82 units 
in the illegal settlement of Ramat 
Shlomo, north-east of Jerusalem, 
and the construction of an illegal 
settlement outpost of 15,000 units 
in the Qalandia Airport area, north 
of Jerusalem.

Palestine Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO) Secretary-General Saeb 
Erekat said this is “Israel’s response 
to the summit as it continues to 
boycott the will of the world with 
its insistence on the illegal colonial 
settlement expansion in occupied 
Palestine”.

Barghouti said it was evident 
from Netanyahu’s actions that he 
was not interested in peace or a 
two-state solution, which became 
even clearer after appointing a far-
right politician and Jewish settler, 
Avigdor Lieberman, as Defence 
minister.

However, some see Netanyahu’s 
reserved approval of the Arab peace 
initiative as merely a public rela-
tions stunt to stifle international 
efforts, kill the French peace initia-
tive and the international boycott, 
divestment and sanctions move-
ment against Israel, which is in-
creasingly receiving world support.

Barghouti says the Arab peace ini-
tiative, like many before, is doomed 
to failure because Israel will not 
agree to its terms and Arabs do not 
have the capacity to offer any more 
concessions.

“Israel will not agree to return to 
the 1967 lines and Arabs will not 
normalise with Israel before achiev-
ing a two-state solution,” he said.

Israeli Foreign Ministry Director-

General Dore Gold told the Times of 
Israel that Netanyahu’s main goal is 
to normalise relations with the Arab 
and Islamic world before he solves 
the Palestinian issue.

“This is Netanyahu’s approach. 
Twenty, 30 years ago everyone 
said solve the Palestinian issue and 
you’ll have peace with the Arab 
world and, increasingly we are be-
coming convinced it’s the exact op-
posite. It’s a different order we have 
to create. And that’s what we’re go-
ing to do,” Gore said.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir rejected Netanyahu’s de-
mand to have the Arab Peace Initia-
tive “updated”.

“We and the rest of the world be-
lieve that the Arab Peace Initiative is 
the best option to resolve the con-
flict and we hope that this wisdom 
prevails in Israel too and that the Is-
raelis would accept this initiative,” 
Jubeir said.

Malak Hasan is a reporter based in 
Ramallah.
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An Israeli border police officer checks documents of a Palestinian woman, at the Qalandia checkpoint 
between the West Bank city of Ramallah and Jerusalem, on June 24th.
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Putin the peacemaker: The shape of things to come?

I 

n the mid-1990s, seven 
Israeli members of parlia-
ment wrote to Iraq’s 
ambassador to the United 
States Nizar Hamdoun 
suggesting a high-profile 

visit to Baghdad, officially as a 
humanitarian delegation to get 
around UN sanctions.

This would be marketed as 
“normalising” bilateral relations, 
with Israel using its influence to 
help Iraq get crippling interna-
tional sanctions lifted.

Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein 
said ‘no’ and the idea never saw 
the light of day. In the early 1950s, 
the Israelis made a similar “swap 
offer” to Gamal Abdel Nasser, then 
the president of Egypt, promis-
ing to help him regain control of 
the Suez Canal in return for his 
pledge to stop the Arab media war 
on Israel and prevent Palestinian 
infiltration from the West Bank 
and Gaza.

Today, a similar proposal may 
be in the air, this time between 
Damascus and Tel Aviv, brokered 
by Russian President Vladimir 
Putin.

By all accounts, Putin is a good 
friend of Israel. For years he has 
surrounded himself with powerful 
Jewish friends such as Rabbi Berel 

Lazar, diamond king Lev Leviev 
and Moshe Kantor, president of 
the European Jewish Congress.

Through them he has sup-
ported world Jewry on several 
occasions, including funding the 
Jewish Museum in Moscow, and 
secured firm support from Russian 
Jewish oligarchs. Over the last six 
months, he has received Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu four times — certainly more 
than US President Barack Obama 
— and in early June Putin hinted 
he was willing to jump-start the 
2002 Arab peace initiative.

That proposal, supported by 
all members of the Arab League, 
was the brainchild of then-
Saudi crown prince Abdullah bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud. It called for 
collective restoration of occupied 
land in exchange for full peace and 
normalisation.

This was a remarkable develop-
ment for countries such as Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait, which had 
refused to recognise Israel’s right 
to exist, and those ideologically 
committed to destroying it, such 
as Libya, Iraq and Syria.

Putin has minimal influence 
in the Gulf and there is no sense 
in jump-starting anything with 
Libya and Iraq but he would have 
a huge interest in sponsoring a 
fresh round of Syrian-Israeli talks, 
mainly because, unlike previous 
negotiations, these might have a 
chance of success.

The last time the two countries 
got together, albeit indirectly, was 
in 2008, mediated of Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, then the Turkish prime 
minister. Russia’s influence on 
Damascus, thanks to nine months 
of military operations supporting 

Syrian President Bashar Assad, is 
far stronger than that of Turkey 
at the apex of the Syrian-Turkish 
honeymoon.

Putin can tell Netanyahu “I can 
deliver peace with the Syrians” 
because of the absence of asser-
tive US leadership in the region, 
thanks to Obama. Additionally, 
resistance to such talks and any 
deal they may produce is minimal, 
and possibly non-existent, on the 
Syrian street.

Syrians are exhausted after five 
years of war and are prepared to 
accept what they would not in 
the past, especially if it involves 
concessions on normalisation with 
Israel such as tourism and trade.

Any peace deal, of course, 
would have to be between Israel 
and what many now call “Useful 
Syria”, which includes Damascus, 
Homs and Hama in the central 
region and Syria’s Mediterranean 
coast.

This is the territory where Rus-
sian military power is centred and 
it represents Syrian officialdom 
at the United Nations. War-torn 
Aleppo in the north or Islamic 
State-held Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor 
on the Euphrates are not part of 
Russia’s sphere of influence — and 
Israel could not care less who 
rules them.

What does matter to the Israelis 
is who controls Syria’s borders 
with Israel and Jordan, Israel’s 
peace partner. They want an inter-
nationally recognised government 
with which they can make a deal 
and hold accountable for imple-
mentation.

A weak government in Damas-
cus is music to Israeli ears. It 
is one that theoretically would 

accept what was turned down in 
1999-2000. In previous peacemak-
ing in the region, Egypt’s presi-
dent, Anwar Sadat, only started 
thinking seriously about peace 
after his Third Army was encircled 
and trapped in the 1973 war.

The Israelis only agreed to 
the Oslo process after Palestin-
ian leader Yasser Arafat’s revo-
lutionaries had been sidelined 
geographically by long-distance 
exile in Tunis, and politically by 
the teenagers throwing stones at 
Israeli tanks in the first intifada, 
which began in 1987.

Israel only signed a peace agree-
ment with Jordan in 1994 after 
the Hashemite kingdom lost the 
steady revenue it had received 
from Saddam and its international 
support for refusing to join the 
coalition that expelled the Iraqi 
army from Kuwait in 1991. Israel 
only started talking to the Syrians 
after the Soviet Union began to 
collapse in the late 1980s.

Netanyahu realises that a new 
Middle East is emerging, where 
Russia is gaining the upper hand, 
sometimes in silent agreement 
with the United States.

Days after Putin addressed the 
United Nations in September 
2015, Netanyahu flew to Moscow 
and met with the Russian leader. 
Putin was remarkably silent about 
the controversial UN speech and 
Netanyahu said nothing about 
Russia’s involvement in the Syria 
war, giving his silent blessing.

Behind closed doors, Syrians 
feel that Russia has inherited the 
sponsorship of peace talks from 
the United States, provided it pro-
tects Israeli interests, which Putin 
would gladly guarantee.
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