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Debate

Paris conference: Hollande’s vanity project

Will Britain sell out the Palestinians again?

G
iven the limited 
scope and 
outcome of the 
Paris confer-
ence on the 
Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict, 
Israel’s vocal 
denunciations 

seem misplaced. The conference, 
attended by delegates from 70 
countries, was never designed to 
amount to peace talks; it was 
simply talks about talks, ones that 
represent a mirage on the diplo-
matic horizon.

The conference’s communiqué 
condemned Palestinian violence 
and warned both sides against 
unilateral measures, reinforcing 
the myth of two equal parties 
to the conflict. It shied away 
from criticising US President 
Donald Trump’s desire to move 
the US embassy from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem, despite the obvious, 
dangerous and wide-ranging 
consequences of such an act.

French President François 
Hollande said the objective of 
the conference — his brainchild — 
was to reaffirm the international 
community’s commitment to 
a two-state solution, as if the 
international community is not still 
stubbornly wedded to the fantasy 
that a viable Palestinian state is 
possible under the crushing weight 
of Israel’s relentless colonisation.

The final statement was 
reportedly watered down, 
excluding reference to the 1967 
lines as a basis for negotiations, 
and calling on participants to 
consistently distinguish between 
Israel and its illegal settlements.

The former point aligns with 
Israel’s refusal to consider the 
internationally recognised 1967 
borders and is thus tacit acceptance 
— some will understandably 
interpret it as encouragement 
— of its settlement enterprise. 

The second point 
cushions Israel 
from punitive 
measures regarding 
settlements, as if it is 
sufficient to penalise 
the country without 
penalising the party 
responsible for their 
construction and 
expansion.

Besides, those 
calling for a two-state 

solution include Israel’s closest 
allies, not out of sympathy with the 
Palestinians but out of a desire to 
safeguard Israel and maintain it as a 
Jewish state (regardless of how that 
cements the second-class status of 
its Palestinian Muslim and Christian 
citizens, who make up some 20% of 
the population).

Indeed, Hollande himself stated 
that “if we let [the two-state 
solution] wither away, it would 
be a risk for Israel’s security, to 
which we are resolutely attached.” 
He added that “we do not want to 
impose any solutions,” effectively 
signalling to Israel that it can still 
do as it pleases.

A resolution of the conflict 
“can only come after direct 
negotiations” between Israel and 
the Palestinians, Hollande said. 
If those words sound familiar, it 
is because they have repeatedly 
come out of Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu’s mouth. This 
stance perfectly suits any party to 
bilateral negotiations that enjoys 
overwhelming power and leverage 
over the other party, as Israel does 
over the Palestinians.

Yet despite the above, in the 
warped reality in which Israeli and 
Palestinian leaders live, Netanyahu 
condemned the conference 
(pursuant to Israel’s strategy of 
playing the eternal victim) and 

Palestinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas, perpetually 
grateful for scraps, welcomed it. 
Abbas said the conference would 
help stop “settlement activities and 
destroying the two-state solution 
through dictations and the use of 
force.” It will do no such thing.

In any case, the timing of the 
conference ensures its utter 
irrelevance, coming days before the 
inauguration of a US president who 
has proudly declared that “there’s 
nobody more pro-Israeli than I am” 
and whose ambassador-designate 
to Israel rejects a Palestinian state.

Even the Obama administration 
assured Israel that any proposal 
following the conference at the UN 
Security Council would be opposed 
by the United States. Meanwhile, 
Britain’s desire to be close to Trump 
no doubt motivated its blocking 
of an EU decision to support the 
conference communiqué.

As such, even if the conference 
was sympathetic to the 
Palestinians, Israel could safely 
ignore it. Indeed, Netanyahu, who 
aptly described the conference 
as “futile”, has rejected a French 
invitation to Paris to discuss its 
conclusions. “This conference 
is among the last twitches of the 
world of yesterday… Tomorrow will 
look different and that tomorrow 
is very close,” he said, clearly 

referring to the Trump presidency. 
He is not wrong.

One must wonder at the timing 
of the conference, coming just 
days before Trump’s inauguration 
and a few months before French 
elections in which Hollande is not 
running and whose likely winners 
are avowedly pro-Israel.

It is reminiscent of the US 
abstention in December of a 
Security Council resolution 
condemning Israeli settlements, 
in the dying days of an 8-year 
presidency that had hitherto 
shielded Israel at the United 
Nations and signed the biggest 
military aid package in American-
Israeli dealings. Condemning the 
abstention and resolution, Trump 
tweeted that “as for the UN, 
things will be different” after his 
inauguration.

Perhaps the timing of the 
conference was the whole point, 
meant not to make diplomatic 
progress but as a vanity project 
for Hollande to bolster his legacy, 
so he can claim — albeit in the 
closing days of his presidency and 
no matter how unconvincingly — 
that he contributed to diplomacy 
and tried to further the Israeli-
Palestinian “peace process”.

Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist 
and analyst on Arab affairs.

O
ne hundred 
years after a 
British Foreign 
minister 
sneakily, strate-
gically and 
fatefully 
announced the 
British empire’s 

support for the establishment of a 
Jewish national home in Palestine, 
the United Kingdom may be 
surreptitiously selling out the 
Palestinians all over again.

This time, it is not the Balfour 
declaration, the November 1917 
letter from British Foreign secretary 
Arthur Balfour to a leading 
British Jew, Baron Lionel Walter 
Rothschild. That missive is available 
for all the world to see at the British 
Library in London. “His Majesty’s 
government,” Balfour wrote, “view 
with favour the establishment in 
Palestine of a national home for the 
Jewish people and will use their 
best endeavours to facilitate the 
achievement of this object.”

In 2017, the British stance on the 
Israeli-Palestinian issue is much 
less easy to document and archive. 

Through a subtle 
series of diplomatic 
manoeuvres, Britain 
has tried to indicate 
a sideways shuffle on 
the conflict. Britain 
refused to participate 
wholeheartedly in 
a Middle East peace 

conference staged January 15th by 
France in Paris, becoming the only 
major EU country to attend at the 
relatively low level of observer.

Britain also refused to sign the 
ensuing communiqué on how the 
European Union could support the 
Israeli-Palestinian peace process.

The logic was obvious. In fact, 
it could be reckoned up in filthy 
lucre, in the pounds and pence that 
post-Brexit Britain hopes to earn 
from Donald Trump’s America. 
Remember that the Balfour 
declaration was made in exchange 
for debt relief from the Rothschilds 
and other bankers to help pay for 
the first world war.

Now, Britain is anxious to curry 
favour with the new US president 
to get a trade deal that it hopes can 
offset losses caused by withdrawal 
from the European single market. 
If it has to shunt off Palestinian 
hopes for self-determination in 
the process, well, that is legitimate 
collateral damage.

Consider these key developments.
In an interview with the Times 

of London, Trump urged Britain to 
veto further UN Security Council’s 
resolutions on Israel. Trump’s plea, 
just days before his inauguration as 
president, came within one month 
of Security Council Resolution 2334, 
which condemned illegal Israeli 
settlements as a threat to a two-state 
solution.

Britain, one of the five permanent 
members on the Security Council, 

had pushed for Resolution 2334 
and voted for it but, after Trump’s 
entreaty, it appeared to moderate its 
outrage at Israeli behaviour.

Right after the December 23rd 
Security Council resolution, which 
was slammed by an irate Trump, 
Britain began a soft-focus attempt 
to recalibrate its position in line 
with the new US president’s stated 
inclinations. British Prime Minister 
Theresa May allowed her spokesman 
to issue a blunt statement 
condemning former secretary of 
State John Kerry’s criticism of Israel 
and its right-wing government’s 
policy of settlements building.

With a month left in office for 
Barack Obama’s administration, the 
minor tectonic plates of geopolitical 
alliance-building were shifting 
with respect to the Palestinians. 
Yet again, they were to serve as 
bargaining chips in a soulless 
attempt for Britain to do deals with 
an incoming American president 
who describes himself as a great 
negotiator.

Will it work for Britain? Will 
selling out the Palestinians result 
in rich dividends for a country 
desperate to find foreign trading 
partners and investors in its post-
Brexit avatar?

Do not bet on it. There is lingering 
uncertainty over Britain’s real 
position on the Israeli-Palestinian 
issue. On January 17th, May declared 
with full-throated enthusiasm that 
Britain was “committed to a two-

state solution in the Middle East”. 
Her reaffirmation of a decades-
old policy was not a spontaneous 
reassurance. It came in response to 
a journalist’s pointed question and 
she offered no detail of how, when 
or even if Britain would help bring 
the Israelis and Palestinians back to 
the negotiating table.

And yet Britain continues to 
provide substantial aid to the 
Palestinian Authority — almost $450 
million from 2011-16. All shades of 
its political spectrum — from the 
governing Conservatives, to main 
opposition Labour, the third-party 
Liberal Democrats, right-wing 
populist UK Independence Party 
and bit-player Greens — support a 
two-state solution.

Some might see the British 
strategic readjustment to Trump-
friendly, pro-Israeli moves as a 
throwback to the mendacious 
faux sympathy of times past. 
Seventy years ago, Baron Martin 
Charteris, head of British Military 
Intelligence in Palestine in 1945-
46, acknowledged the “romantic 
element” of the Zionist idea even as 
he declared that “the Arabs, too, are 
a romantic people”.

That betwixt-and-between 
position has come back into focus 
today. It does Britain no credit.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a columnist 
for The Arab Weekly. Her blog can be 
found at www.rashmee.com and she 
is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.

Even if the 
conference was 
sympathetic to the 
Palestinians, Israel 
could safely ignore it.

Britain is anxious to 
curry favour with the 
new US president.

French President François Hollande delivers his speech at the opening of the Middle East peace 
conference in Paris, on January 15th.                                                                                                                  (Reuters)

Sharif Nashashibi

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Palestine   Israel


