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audi Arabia, Egypt and 
other Arab states are ap-
plying pressure on Pales-
tinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas to resolve divisions 

in his Fatah party and with the rival 
Hamas movement amid concerns 
about whether Palestinian democ-
racy is under threat.

Neighbouring countries, diplo-
mats and major funders said they 
fear festering divisions could lead 
to conflict and the lack of a clear 
transition process raises questions 
about what would happen if Ab-
bas, 81 years old and in power since 
2005 despite his mandate expiring, 
were to die in office.

In a non-binding paper circulated 
recently, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jor-
dan and the United Arab Emirates 
made recommendations for ad-
dressing splits that have deepened 
over the past year, while strength-
ening Palestinian leadership and 
trying to keep the stalled peace 
process with Israel alive.

“Efforts to unite Fatah and em-
power it are aimed at balancing 
the Palestinian internal arena and 
this falls under the responsibilities 
of the head of the movement, Abu 
Mazen,” the two-page paper said, 
referring to Abbas by his nom de 
guerre.

Among the recommendations 
was having “free and fair” elections 
for parliament and the presidency 
by July 2017, although there are no 
indications that will happen. They 
would be the first parliamentary 
elections since January 2006.

In a clear signal of its growing 
frustration, Saudi Arabia, which 

usually provides about $20 million 
a month to the Palestinian budget, 
has not made any contributions 
since April, according to the Pales-
tinian Finance Ministry’s website.

Palestinian officials say Riyadh 
is withholding the funds because 
it wants to see progress on unity 
within Fatah and with Hamas, the 
Islamist group that controls Gaza.

With the United States, the Eu-
ropean Union and individual EU 
members having cut contribu-
tions, the Palestinian budget faces 
a severe shortfall, which the World 
Bank puts at about $600 million for 
2016.

Asked about the pressure from 
Arab states, Abbas’s spokesman Na-
bil Abu Rudaineh, declined to com-
ment directly but said the focus of 
Fatah and the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO), which Abbas 
also leads, has always been on Pal-
estinian unity.

Mouin Rabbani, a senior fellow 
with the Institute for Palestine 
Studies, said it was increasingly 
clear the race to succeed Abbas had 
begun, with several rivals position-
ing themselves for the day he is 
gone.

Abbas faces several challenges. 
Opinion polls indicate Palestinians 
say they have lost confidence in his 
leadership.

At the same time, factions within 
Fatah are growing more agitated, 
with rival groups emerging ahead 
of a party congress set for late No-
vember, the first since 2009.

Mohammed Dahlan, a former Fa-
tah security chief who fell out with 
Abbas and now lives in self-im-
posed exile in the UAE, is a staunch 
Abbas critic who retains influence 
within Fatah’s revolutionary coun-

cil and central committee.
Some senior Fatah figures want 

Abbas to reconcile with Dahlan but 
the president shows no such incli-
nation. At the party congress, Abbas 
is expected to push for the election 
of a new central committee and rev-
olutionary council — the equivalent 
of Fatah’s parliament — that would 
be free of Dahlan loyalists.

Dahlan, 55, said that if Abbas did 
try to push such changes through, it 
would be “illegitimate”.

It “will represent the most dan-
gerous split in the history of Fatah 
and will be regarded as a palace 
coup,” he said in written comments, 
adding that there were legitimate 
reasons to worry about a collapse in 
the democratic process.

“It is time to implement the will 
of the people and implement the 
law by electing a new leadership 

and not a new leader. There is a his-
torical and national need to have 
parliament and presidential elec-
tions,” he said.

The Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, in an analysis, 
described Fatah, which has domi-
nated Palestinian politics for more 
than 50 years, as “tearing itself 
apart”, with worrying implications 
for the future.

There have been signs of unrest 
in West Bank refugee camps where 
Dahlan has a strong following.

Diplomats say Dahlan has good 
ties with Egypt as well as the Gulf 
states. Cairo sees him as a helpful 
interlocutor with Hamas in Gaza, 
where Dahlan is from, and as some-
one with the energy and strength to 
shake up Palestinian politics.

Others, though, see Dahlan as the 
power behind the throne. Officials 

who have met him say he may act 
as a kingmaker, rather than a future 
Palestinian president, throwing his 
support behind another senior Fa-
tah figure as leader.

Several names crop up in Pal-
estinian and Israeli assessments, 
including Nasser al-Qudwa, the 
nephew of late Palestinian leader 
Yasser Arafat; Jibril Rajoub, a for-
mer security chief who heads the 
Palestine Football Association; and 
Majid Faraj, the head of Palestinian 
intelligence.

Yet the most popular Palestin-
ian politician, according to opinion 
polls, remains Marwan Barghouti, 
a leader of the first and second up-
risings against Israel who was con-
victed of murder by an Israeli court 
in 2004 and is serving five life sen-
tences.
(Reuters)

Regional powers grow uneasy with Mahmoud Abbas
Ali Sawafta 
and Nidal al-Mughrabi

Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas speaks to the media in the West Bank city of
Ramallah, last January.                                                                                                                                                (Reuters)

News & Analysis Palestine/Israel

Opinion polls 
indicate Palestinians 
say they have lost 
confidence in the 
leadership of 
Mahmoud Abbas.

Saudi Arabia, which 
usually provides 
about $20 million a 
month to the 
Palestinian budget, 
has not made any 
contributions since 
April.

25 years after the Madrid Conference: A shattered dream

I
t has been a quarter of a 
century since the Madrid 
Peace Conference. In the 
history of the Arab-Israeli 
conflict, it was the first and 
only serious attempt at 

reaching a comprehensive peace 
on four tracks — Palestinian, 
Jordanian, Syrian and Lebanese 
— Egypt having already signed a 
peace agreement with Israel.

Comprehensive peace meant 
engaging in multilateral negotia-
tions regarding refugees, water, 
arms control, regional security, the 
environment as well as economic 
cooperation and development. 
Negotiations were supposed to 
address key common issues in 
terms of their implications and 
concerns for the Arabs in exchange 
for attractive issues of normalisa-
tion for the Israelis. The principle 
of trade-offs was there, carrying 
different incentives for the Arabs 
and Israelis.

The end of the Cold War allowed 
for US-Soviet cooperation and 
partnership while the 1991 war to 
liberate Kuwait opened the door 
towards establishment of a new re-
gional order as called for by former 
US president George Bush, thriv-
ing on the Arab international coali-
tion that defeated Iraq’s Saddam 
Hussein. The second Palestinian 

intifada sent a strong warning 
about the need to break the status 
quo of occupation.

All these factors combined into 
a driving force behind the Madrid 
conference, which began October 
30th, 1991. Yet the moment of 
optimism and hope was rapidly 
dashed because of the lack of 
serious commitment and needed 
engagement on the part of a third 
party group, mainly the United 
States, to commit itself to push for 
peace and overcome Israel intran-
sigence.

Madrid ended up with a Jordani-
an-Israeli peace accord, which was 
the easiest track among the four 
compared to the core one — being 
the Palestinian — and the strategic 
two-in-one, being the Syrian and 
the Lebanese — with the latter 
hanging on the former. It led also 
to the Oslo accords.

In other words, the fall of the 
comprehensive approach and 
its being replaced by the gradual 
transitional step-by-step approach 
on the Palestinian issue.

A shift occurred since then from 
a strategy of conflict resolution to 
one of conflict management on the 
core Palestinian issue. The Arab 
Peace Initiative that was devel-
oped later was not translated into 
a policy-oriented strategy because 
the Arabs did not commit the nec-
essary diplomatic resources to it.

The current Palestinian disunity 
and absence of serious working 
consensus within the Palestinian 
body politic, the Arab fragmenta-
tion and the emergence of key 
pressing priorities on the agen-

das of the key international and 
regional actors in a conflict-torn 
Middle East have marginalised the 
Palestinian issue.

Yet, identity-based conflicts 
such as national liberation ones 
— which is the case of the Palestin-
ian issue — never die because of 
a certain unfavourable balance of 
power. The danger of marginalisa-
tion could turn a conflict from a 
political one (national liberation) 
into a religious one with a strong 
revival of religious radicalism, 
especially when the occupied ter-
ritories are defined and defended 
as being the promised land.

Indeed, religious radicalism be-
gets religious radicalism. The Pal-
estinian conflict area could become 
an attractive hotbed for jihadism. 
The danger also lies in Israel’s set-
tlement policy aiming at changing 
the geographic and demographic 
natures of the occupied territories, 
destroying the possibility of estab-
lishing a viable Palestinian state.

The parameters and process for a 
serious comprehensive settlement 
of the Arab-Israeli conflict are well 
established. Negotiations could be 
resumed under the strategy of re-
versed engineering, defining a final 
set of goals based on the reached 
agreements and pertinent UN reso-
lutions. This means allowing the 
establishment of a viable Palestin-
ian state along the 1967 lines with 
East Jerusalem as its capital and 
for the two states to exist side by 
side in peace.

Such a commitment to the final 
goals facilitates making hard con-
cessions. This needs five elements:

— a standing international 
conference that meets every time 
it is necessary to follow and ac-
company the negotiations. From it 
emanates a committee to follow on 
the goals of the conference;

— a well-defined time frame for 
negotiations;

— the definition of the terms of 
reference of the negotiations for no 
serious negotiations take place in a 
vacuum;

— the assuming by the third par-
ty (the follow-up committee on the 
part of the conference) of the role 
of the referee, facilitator, bridge 
builder and responsibility for the 
respect of the terms of reference;

— to provide at the end of the 
process all the necessary guar-
antees for implementation of the 
agreement.

Time works against peace amid 
current Israeli policies.

It is also important for the Pal-
estinian leadership to be up to the 
challenge and be over and above its 
members’ ideological organisation-
al and political differences and to 
develop a policy-oriented strategy 
towards the achievement of the 
Palestinian state.

The hope is that the lessons of 
a quarter of a century of missed 
opportunities could be learnt in 
the interest of peace, which is in 
the interest of all, allowing for the 
opening of a new page in the his-
tory of the Middle East
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