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Abbas gets an invitation to Washington but for what purpose?

I
n a March 10th telephone 
conversation, US President 
Donald Trump invited 
Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas to visit 
Washington. Indications are 

that the visit will happen in May.
Four days after the call, Abbas met 
in Ramallah with Jason Greenblatt, 
one of Trump’s former real estate 
lawyers and who has been given an 
office in the White House and the 
title of special representative for 
international negotiations.

The administration’s sudden 
outreach to the Palestinian leader 
comes after a visit to Washington 
by Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu in which Trump sug-
gested that a two-state solution 
may not be the answer to Israeli-
Palestinian peace. Trump’s remarks 
shocked most observers — even as 
it delighted the Israeli far-right — 
and led many to ponder the new 
administration’s approach to the 
peace process.

Trump has said on several oc-
casions, during the 2016 election 
campaign as well as after his elec-
tion to office, that he would like to 
be the US president who brokers a 
permanent peace between Israel 
and the Palestinians. He designated 
his son-in-law and closest adviser, 

Jared Kushner, as the point person 
for the peace process.

Trump also has pledged to move 
the US embassy in Israel to Jerusa-
lem and nominated as his ambas-
sador to Israel a man who appears 
to be to the right of Netanyahu. In 
recent weeks, however, Trump and 
other administration officials have 
indicated that any embassy move 
would only come after extensive 
deliberations. Trump also publicly 
asked Netanyahu to put the brakes 
on settlement building.

Do these actions, along with the 
outreach to Abbas, mean Trump is 
serious about launching a renewed 
US-led push for peace?

Trump has high confidence in 
his ability to make deals — he wrote 
a best-selling book titled The Art 
of the Deal — but there is a big dif-
ference between negotiating real 
estate transactions and bringing 
about peace between two complex 
societies that have been in often-
violent conflict for more than 70 
years. As skilful a negotiator as 
he may be, Trump will face many 
daunting challenges if he under-
takes a diplomatic initiative.

Israel enjoys an immense power 
advantage over the Palestinians by 
virtually every measurement and 
has little incentive to enter into 
talks that would only result in its 
making concessions. Netanyahu 
and his coalition allies appear 
determined to create a future in 
which Israel effectively controls 
all of historic Palestine except for 

disconnected Palestinian enclaves 
that would be granted a minimal 
degree of functional autonomy. 
Many left-wing Israelis who advo-
cate a two-state solution oppose 
sharing Jerusalem or addressing 
the Palestinian right of return.

The Palestinian Authority (PA) 
supports a two-state solution and 
was stunned by Trump’s casual 
suggestion during his February 
15th meeting with Netanyahu that 
a one-state option might be accept-
able. The US consulate in Jeru-
salem issued a statement saying 
Abbas told Greenblatt that “under 
President Trump’s leadership, a 
historic peace deal is possible”. At 
least Abbas seems to understand 
that flattery goes far with Trump. 
(Greenblatt also met with Netanya-
hu, who described their discussion 
as “good and profound”.)

Further complicating prospects 
for a peace initiative is the fact 
that Abbas and Netanyahu both 
face serious domestic problems. 
Netanyahu is the subject of several 
investigations into alleged criminal 
misconduct and if indicted almost 
certainly would be forced to resign.

Abbas is facing pressure in the 
form of protests and demonstra-
tions. The anger among Palestin-
ians has many roots — not the least 
of which is their leadership’s failure 
to end or even ease the Israeli oc-
cupation and bring about a halt to 
Israeli seizure of Palestinian land. 
Protests have recently focused on 
the PA’s close security coopera-

tion with Israel, which has led many 
Palestinians to view the PA as merely 
a subcontractor to the Israeli occupi-
ers.

Leaders who are weak domesti-
cally do not make good candidates 
for peace negotiations that would 
require politically unpopular deci-
sions.

Perhaps the main reason to doubt 
that a major new US peace initiative 
is on the cards, however, is that such 
an undertaking would require an 
immense amount of high-level at-
tention and a willingness by Trump 
to spend political capital. There has 
been no sign that high-level atten-
tion is part of Trump’s DNA: He flits 
from issue to issue in a way that 
keeps even his own staff off balance.

While Trump enjoys consider-
able political capital — as well as 
Republican control of both houses 
of Congress — he has a full agenda of 
issues both domestic and foreign he 
must spend it on.

Trump’s dream of being the one 
who achieves Israeli-Palestinian 
peace will likely fade away as soon 
as he realises the magnitude of the 
challenge. Trump likes winning and 
when he understands how slim the 
chances are for winning in the Mid-
dle East, he will simply move on to 
another issue.
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I 

raqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi is about to join a select 
number of world leaders to be 
welcomed at the Trump White 
House.

The visit to Washington might 
not have been possible just a few 
weeks ago, before Iraq was dropped 
from the new US administration’s 
list of predominantly Muslim coun-
tries from which travel to the Unit-
ed States was to be banned.

With the ban on Iraq now lifted, 
US President Donald Trump has 
an opportunity to extol his role in 
combating the Islamic State (ISIS) 
with the Iraqi prime minister along-
side him to share the credit.

Whatever Iraqi leaders privately 
thought about the original ban, 
announced by executive order in 
January, official reaction was mut-
ed. A Baghdad government heavily 
dependent on US support for its of-
fensive against ISIS said it under-
stood the Trump administration’s 
security concerns.

It was a reminder that govern-
ments do not always get to choose 
their allies. Baghdad was obliged to 
swallow its pride in the face of an 
immigration ban that was widely 
condemned both within the United 
States and by the other targeted 
countries.

The Abadi government expressed 
its “deep relief” that Trump did not 
include the country in his second 
executive order, which is also being 
challenged in the courts. The Iraqi 
leader described the decision as an 
important step in the right direction 
to consolidate the strategic alliance 
between Baghdad and Washington 
in the war on terrorism.

US officials acknowledged that 
the concession to Iraq was in part 
a reward for its role in fighting ISIS 
but also for its pledge to share in-

formation about Iraqis travelling to 
the United States.

During an abrasive US election 
campaign, the Abadi government 
abided by the diplomatic niceties 
of not expressing a preference for 
either candidate. In Iraq and else-
where in the region, there ended 
up being less consternation about 
Trump’s victory than there was 
among the United States’ tradition-
al close allies.

After an Obama presidency dur-
ing which America’s commitment 
to the region often appeared un-
certain, Trump’s campaign prom-
ises to “bomb the hell out of ISIS” 
struck a chord in the Middle East.

The goodwill of Iraqis has nev-
ertheless been sorely tested. Al-
though Iraq is not on the new travel 
ban, the efforts potentially leave a 
legacy of suspicion and ill-feeling.

In addition, there were Trump’s 
complaints that the United States 
should have seized Iraq’s oil to 
pay for its war there and his warn-
ing soon after the inauguration 
that “maybe we’ll have another 
chance”.

However, more important to 
Baghdad than such unhelpful rhe-
torical asides is what Trump actu-
ally intends to do to boost the war 
against ISIS.

As he was issuing his first con-
tested ban on travel, Trump also 
ordered his top officials to come up 
with a comprehensive plan within 
a month to obliterate the move-
ment. A draft plan was delivered 
to the White House by US Defense 
Secretary James Mattis at the end of 
February.

Mattis had previously spoken of 
accelerating the war on ISIS both 
in Iraq and Syria but little has been 
revealed about how this would 
happen. Logically it could include 
an increase in US military deploy-
ments on both battlefronts.

In a possible signal of things to 
come, several hundred US Marines 
have been dispatched to Syria to 
provide artillery support in the 

advance on Raqqa, ISIS’s self-pro-
claimed capital.

Other relatively small forces are 
being positioned in the region, 
ready for speedy deployment. That 
reflects the demands of the Penta-
gon and its generals for greater flex-
ibility in responding to changes on 
the ground.

The United States is already 
heavily engaged in the conquest of 
Mosul in northern Iraq, having set 
up bases near the city to support 
the advance of Iraqi forces.

The prospect of a more speedy 
and fluid response from the US 
military is a potential benefit for 
Baghdad, which previously had to 
deal with a cautious Obama White 
House.

The question, as ever, is not how 
quickly the war proceeds but what 
happens after ISIS is expelled from 
its strongholds.

US Marine General Joseph Dun-

ford, chairman of the US Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, said in February that 
military action must be twinned 
with political efforts.

“All of us who have participated 
in these conflicts over the last 15 
years realise that anything we do on 
the ground has to be in the context 
of political objectives or it’s not go-
ing to be successful,” he said.

Abadi will be hoping that Trump, 
who has displayed limited patience 
and a short attention span, will 
play a more proactive and engaged 
regional role than his predecessor 
and commit to the long haul.

For the time being, Trump has el-
evated radical Islam to the top spot 
among the United States’ enemies 
but there are plenty of potential 
rivals for that title that are capable 
of distracting the president’s atten-
tion.

In a remark that may have been 
directed as much at Trump as at the 

Iraqi government, Dunford noted 
that Abadi acknowledged the need 
for the international community 
continuing to support Iraq’s de-
fence capacity building. The Iraqi 
prime minister has said that the US-
led coalition’s contribution to train-
ing Iraqi troops should be open-
ended.

The military commander of the 
coalition, US Army General Stephen 
Townsend, reinforced Dunford’s 
message when he said US-Iraqi mil-
itary cooperation would continue 
even after ISIS is expelled from Mo-
sul.

Abadi will be looking for confir-
mation that Trump is in tune with 
his generals.
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Test of good will. US Vice-President Mike Pence (R) and Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi meet in 
Munich, on February 18th.                                           (AFP)
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