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alestinian Authority Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas will 
become the latest Arab 
leader to visit the White 
House when he meets 

with US President Donald Trump 
on May 3. Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi and Jordan’s King 
Abdullah II have already met with 
Trump, as have Saudi Arabian Dep-
uty Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz and Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu.

In announcing the Abbas visit, 
White House spokesman Sean 
Spicer said Trump and the Pales-
tinian leader would reaffirm their 
commitment to “pursuing and ul-
timately concluding a conflict-end-
ing settlement” to the Palestinian-
Israeli dispute.

Abbas in recent weeks met with 
Mike Pompeo, director of the US 
Central Intelligence Agency, and 
Jason Greenblatt, Trump’s special 
representative for international ne-
gotiations, in Ramallah.

The flurry of Middle East-related 
activity in Trump’s first few months 
in office may give the impression 
that the new US administration is 
about to launch a vigorous peace 
process initiative but there is no 
sign that such a move is imminent. 
Rather, it appears that Trump and 
his closest advisers are trying to 
get the lay of the land to determine 
what is possible after eight years of 
frustrated peace efforts under for-
mer President Barack Obama.

The environment has been com-
plicated by the fact that Trump — 
during the election campaign, the 
transition and his first 100 days 
in office — has made controversial 
comments and actions, such as his 
pledge to move the US embassy 
to Jerusalem, his nomination of 
his pro-Israeli settler friend Da-
vid Friedman to be ambassador to 

Israel and his suggestion during 
Netanyahu’s visit that he could ac-
cept either a one-state or two-state 
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 
question.

Spicer’s comments spoke of a 
“conflict-ending settlement,” and 
not a “two-state solution” as has 
been the common framing by the 
United States since the George W. 
Bush administration.

In this uncertain environment, it 
is most likely that Abbas will sim-
ply make the Palestinian case for 
two states based on the 1967 bor-
ders without expecting much, if 
anything, in return.

“Abbas will likely have the same 
core strategic demands: A halt 
to Israeli settlements in the West 
Bank, an acknowledgement that 
the negotiations will be based on 
the 1967 lines, and the release of 
high-level Palestinian political 

prisoners,” Hady Amr, the deputy 
special envoy for Israeli-Palestini-
an negotiations in the later part of 
the Obama administration, said. 
“It will be difficult for Trump to 
deliver any of these.” Amr said the 
Trump team is still in a learning 
process. “As with many other is-
sues,” he said, “Trump’s team has 
learned quickly. Talk of moving the 
US embassy from Tel Aviv to Jeru-
salem has vanished. Jason Green-
blatt, who has been appointed to 
deal with this issue from the White 
House, has pursued discussions 
with seriousness and pragmatism.”

One area in which Abbas may see 
some progress is in economic sup-
port for the Palestinian Authority, 
something that Netanyahu would 
be unlikely to oppose.

“During the Obama administra-
tion,” Amr said, “we helped curate 
a series of Israeli-Palestinian agree-

ments from bringing 3G technol-
ogy to the West Bank to a better 
Israeli-Palestinian arrangement on 
the provision of electricity, water 
and health… even postal services. 
I would expect that the Trump ad-
ministration would offer to finalise 
these arrangements.”

Of all the recent visitors from the 
Arab world to the White House, Ab-
bas is coming as perhaps the weak-
est, not only in terms of the Pales-
tinians’ relationship with Israel, 
but within Palestinian political dy-
namics as well. His ongoing power 
struggle with Hamas is no secret 
and his government has faced pro-
tests and demonstrations in the 
West Bank amid charges of corrup-
tion and incompetence.

Palestinian activist Omar Barg-
houti, co-founder of the Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions (BDS) 
movement against Israel, was on a 

US speaking tour preceding Abbas’s 
visit. Speaking at Columbia Univer-
sity in New York, Barghouti pre-
dicted that nothing useful would 
come from the visit because “the 
Israeli government is drunk with 
power and impunity, particularly 
since Trump’s rise to power.”

At the Palestine Centre in Wash-
ington, Barghouti said he had “no 
expectations” for the visit and that 
Abbas had little choice but to “fol-
low orders [from Trump].”

The real problem, Barghouti 
said, is that “no Palestinian leader 
today has a democratic mandate to 
represent the Palestinian people or 
compromise on Palestinian rights.”

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
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M
ore than ever, it 
has become 
necessary for the 
Palestinian 
Authority to bear 
the cross of the 

Palestinian cause. It has started to 
closely resemble Arab regimes in 
which the ruler and his entourage 
care only about how to remain in 
power.

The Palestinians have no choice 
but to clean up their act so that 
they rise to the challenge the 
decisions of last Arab summit in 
Amman. They can no longer 
afford to behave as if all Palestin-
ian objectives have been reached. 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu is trying to turn 
occupation into an irrevocable 
fact. He even wrote to the US 
president asking him to close an 
eye on new settlements so that 
Israeli leader can keep his  

cabinet together.
The Palestinian Authority is in 

shambles. There are no signifi-
cant Palestinian figures surround-
ing President Mahmoud Abbas. 
None of the Palestinian ambassa-
dors around the world is worth 
mentioning.

Who knows that there is a 
prime minister? Who knows the 
name of the prime minister who 
took over from Salam Fayyad? 
Fayyad was fired because he was 
guilty of reforming the Palestin-
ian administration and laying the 
groundwork for a real Palestinian 
state.

An independent Palestinian 
state will one day see the light. It 
is normal, then, that the Palestin-
ians must prove to the world and 
to their donors that they are 
capable of running the affairs of a 
state even when they are still 
under occupation.

The Palestinian Fatah move-
ment needs to regain its health. It 
must quickly return to its role as a 
serious counterweight to the 
Hamas movement, which is 
sabotaging the Palestinian 
national project. After Yasser 

Arafat’s death, Fatah was unable 
to renew itself and regain its 
momentum. A lot can be said 
about Arafat’s mistakes but no 
one can deny that the Palestin-
ians’ iconic figure knew how to 
attract and surround himself with 
talented people from all kinds of 
political currents.

None of Fatah’s current 
leadership possesses the cha-
risma or vision to carve a signifi-
cant niche for the Palestinian 
cause in an important country 
somewhere.

The Oslo accords behind the 
creation of the Palestinian 
Authority were negotiated and 
signed by the Palestinian Libera-
tion Organisation (PLO). Where is 
the PLO now? At the same time, 
we cannot ignore the negative 
role played by Hamas even 
though the movement is trying to 
distance itself from the interna-
tional network of the Muslim 
Brotherhood in preparation for 
the eventuality of taking over 
from Abbas.

The problem with Hamas is not 
just that it is an integral part of 
the Muslim Brotherhood and its 

Palestinians must rise to the challenge
backward mentality. It is worse in 
that it has turned Gaza into an 
Islamic emirate, à la the Taliban. 
By doing so, it has given the world 
a different image of the Palestin-
ian people.

Historically, Palestinians have 
been open to all civilisations. 
With Hamas, weapons, masked 
fighters, oppressing females and 
launching rockets have become 
typically associated with Pales-
tinians in Gaza. Hamas has given 
Israel the miraculous opportunity 
to remove the word “peace” from 
its dictionary, to continue 
dividing the Palestinians and to 
perpetuate its ugly siege of the 
Gaza Strip.

It is undoubtedly important 
that Arab countries continue to 
defend the Palestinian cause. It is 
much more important, however, 
that the Palestinians themselves 
take their destiny in hand. They 
must convince the United States 
and Israel of their determination 
to have their own independent 
state. They must regroup and 
give no one other than them-
selves the opportunity to reap the 
fruits of their struggle.
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Expectations. Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas (R) meeting with US President Donald Trump’s Middle East envoy Jason Greenblatt 
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