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I 

srael and Russia recently 
marked the 25th anniversary 
of bilateral ties with signs that 
relations between the two 
countries were significantly 

improving, especially regarding 
the war in Syria.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu has met with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin three 
times in the past year in addition to 
having at least six phone conversa-
tions during the same period.

Russian Prime Minister Dmitry 
Medvedev visited Israel in mid-
November, meeting with Israeli 
President Reuven Rivlin and lead-
er of the opposition Isaac Herzog 
as well as Netanyahu, who urged 
that Moscow and Tel Aviv “must 
continue our mutual fight against 
terror”.

During the visit, Israeli Agricul-
ture Minister Uri Ariel offered to 
give Medvedev a $50,000 drone 
that was on display. Ariel came un-
der fire from the Israeli opposition, 
which noted that the drone con-
tained sensitive technology that 
was not meant to be shared with 
the Russians.

The move could have been a 
response to an earlier symbolic 
Russian gesture. In June, Russia 
returned to Israel an Israeli tank 
seized by Syrian troops in Lebanon 
in 1982. The tank, given as a gift by 

the Syrians to Moscow, had been 
on display at a museum in Russia.

There are reportedly 1.5 million 
Israeli citizens who are originally 
from Russia or the former Soviet 
Union. Israel is also one of the 
most popular tourist destinations 
for Russians but the area that has 
witnessed increasing cooperation 
is war-torn Syria.

The Israeli and the Russians es-
tablished a hotline in 2015 over 
which they coordinate militarily to 
avoid accidental clashes. Although 
Moscow and Tel Aviv are not back-
ing the same sides in the Syrian 
conflict, they have shown an un-
derstanding towards each other’s 
security interests.

Russia supports the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
which is backed by Iran and Leba-
non’s Hezbollah. The Israelis fre-
quently bomb Syrian military sites 
and weapons that it says could 
threaten Israel’s security if they 
fall into the wrong hands — with-
out objection from Russia.

Some analysts said that, al-
though Israel may want to see the 
weakening of Assad, it does not 
want him to be overthrown. He 
and his father, Hafez, before him 
had kept Syrian borders with Israel 
relatively peaceful.

“Israel has developed a tacit se-
curity regime over the Syrian situ-
ation. It is in the interest of both 
[Israel and Russia] to ensure that 
the crisis does not spill over to the 
Israeli-occupied Golan Heights 
and other neighbouring countries, 
as well as to prevent the spread of 
Islamist extremism across the re-
gion,” said Asaf Siniver, associate 
professor in international security 
in the department of political sci-
ence and international studies at 
the University of Birmingham, 
England.

Although Israel is unhappy with 

Russia’s support for Iran and Hez-
bollah, “for now, the common de-
sire to keep a lid on the Syrian crisis 
is enough to enable both countries 
to see more shared interests than 
differences in their regional coop-
eration”, added Siniver.

This could change after the de-
parture of US President Barack 
Obama, who had a “strained re-
lationship” with Netanyahu, said 
Siniver. “This tacit relationship 
(between Israel and Russia) is un-
likely to be sustained over the long 
run and is very much dependent 
on regional and other external de-
velopment, not least among them 
is what President-elect [Donald] 
Trump’s policies will be on these 
issues,” he said.

Ibrahim Fraihat, international 
conflict resolution professor at 
the Doha Institute for Graduate 
Studies, also sees the warming of 
Israeli-Russian ties partly owing to 
Obama’s foreign policy.

“Israel has no choice but to beg 
for Russian cooperation in Syria 
as Moscow emerged as the sole 
decision maker in Syria after the 

Obama administration voluntarily 
chose to distance itself from the 
Syria chaos with the exception of 
fighting ISIS,” said Fraihat, using 
an acronym of the Islamic State.

Many media outlets of the Syrian 
regime, Iran and Hezbollah, which 
brand themselves as the “axis of 
resistance”, have portrayed Rus-
sia as an ally that opposes not only 
American policies but also Israeli 
ones, including in Syria but the 
increased Russian-Israeli coop-
eration, especially over Syria, has 
made it more difficult to continue 
with that narrative.

“The ‘axis of resistance’ is be-
coming ever-more reliant on a 
country whose relations with Is-
rael are going from strength to 
strength — an inconvenient truth 
to which the alliance and its sup-

porters continue to turn a blind 
eye,” said Sharif Nashashibi, a jour-
nalist and analyst on Arab affairs. 
“This role of ‘resistance’ has long 
been reduced to mere lip service 
as the alliance busily kills Syrians 
instead.”

Fraihat agreed, saying: “Russia 
has never been anti-Israel. It aims 
to use the axis (Iran, Syria, and 
Hezbollah) as part of balancing its 
relationship with the US in the re-
gion.”

Mahan Abedin, an analyst of 
Iranian politics, distinguished be-
tween the view of Damascus to-
wards Moscow and the view from 
Tehran. “The Syrians have been 
hosting a Russian naval base in 
Tartus for decades and they are for 
all intents and purposes a strategic 
ally of Russia’s. Iran does not view 
Russia as an ally,” said Abedin.

“What’s really noteworthy is 
since direct Russian military inter-
vention in the Syrian conflict be-
gan in September 2015, Israel has 
continued to consistently attack 
Hezbollah and Syrian government 
positions inside Syria.”
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Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) welcomes Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu at the 
Kremlin in Moscow, last June.                         (Reuters)
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Israel welcomes Trump’s win with new
anti-Palestinian laws

T
he election of Donald 
Trump as president of 
the United States 
seems to have 
emboldened Israeli 
politicians, who 

clearly feel their strongest ally 
will provide them with the 
chance to end any hope of 
freedom or independence for the 
Palestinians.

Soon after Trump’s win, the 
Israeli cabinet approved two sets 
of draft legislation. One would 
retroactively grant legal status to 
illegal outposts across the West 
Bank in defiance of international 
law. The other would ban the use 
of loudspeakers to carry the 
adhan — Muslim call for prayer. 
The outpost legalisation bill is 
likely to pass in the Knesset, 
despite initial hesitation by 
Finance Minister Moshe Kahlon, 
who is now supportive.

Reaction from the administra-
tion of US President Barack 
Obama against the illegal settle-
ments was immediate and strong. 
US State Department spokes-
woman Elizabeth Trudeau said 
Washington was “deeply con-

cerned” by the proposal, express-
ing hope that “it does not become 
law” as “this would represent an 
unprecedented and troubling 
step that’s inconsistent with prior 
Israeli legal opinion and also 
break long-standing Israeli policy 
of not building on private 
Palestinian land”.

She added: “This legislation 
would be a dramatic advance-
ment of the settlement enter-
prise, which is already gravely 
endangering the prospects for a 
two-state solution.”

This was in sharp contrast to 
the deafening silence from the 
Trump camp. Trump, who claims 
to be a better negotiator than his 
competitors for the presidency, 
has not questioned the $38 billion 
aid package the United States 
gifted Israel for which it gets 
nothing in return regarding 
America’s policy of creating a 
two-state solution to the conflict.

The bill to silence the Muslim 
call for prayer drew no reaction 
from either the current or future 
US administrations. However, it 
angered Palestinians who say 
Israel is acting to please Israelis 
in illegal settlements who claim 
the call to prayer annoys them 
and is noise pollution. Palestin-
ians see it as another attempt to 
erase Jerusalem’s proud non-
Jewish religious and cultural 
heritage.

The bill angered and united 
Christian and Muslim Palestin-
ians. Greek Orthodox Archbishop 
of Sebastia Theodosios Atallah 
Hanna condemned the bill. 
Hanna said he considered the 
Israeli ban as “a dangerous and 
unprecedented step that comes 
as part of Israel’s racist policy 
aiming to Judaise Jerusalem”. 
Today, they are targeting 
mosques and tomorrow is the 
churches’ turn, he said.

Palestinian-Israeli members of 
parliament used their status to 
recite the adhan from the podium 
of the Knesset in defiance of the 

measure. Ironically, the bill’s 
progress through the Knesset is 
stuttering because ultraorthodox 
politicians fear it might restrict 
broadcasts from synagogues.

It is unlikely that the Trump 
camp, which is well-known for its 
anti-Muslim rhetoric, will protest 
such restrictions to the freedom 
of worship. Israeli politicians 
expect upcoming US policies to 
be even more in their favour.

Right-wing Education Minister 
Naftali Bennett was quick to 
declare that “Trump’s victory is 
an opportunity for Israel to 
immediately retract the notion of 
a Palestinian state in the centre of 
the country, which would hurt 
our security and just cause”.

He concluded that “this is the 
position of the president-elect, as 
written in his platform, and it 
should be our policy, plain and 
simple. The era of a Palestinian 
state is over.”

Jason Greenblatt, a legal 
adviser to Trump, said: “The two 
sides are going to have to decide 
how to deal with that region but 
it’s certainly not Mr Trump’s view 
that settlement activity should be 
condemned and that it’s an 
obstacle for peace — because it is 
not the obstacle for peace.”

Kamel Hawwash is a 
British-Palestinian academic 
and writer based in Birmingham.
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Israel aims 
to grant legal 
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called illegal 
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Israel’s bill to ban the call to 
prayer has angered and united 
both Christian and Muslim 
Palestinians.

A general view of the Israeli settlement of 
Moddin Elite surrounded by a defensive wall 
near the West Bank city of Ramallah.            (AFP)


