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Trump-Abbas meeting: Positive words but no plan in sight
Mark Habeeb

Washington

U

S President Donald
Trump hosted Palestinian
President
Mahmoud Abbas at the
White House, the first
meeting between the two leaders and the latest in a succession
of meetings Trump has had with
Middle East leaders. Abbas conferred with two of those leaders
— Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi and Jordan’s King Abdullah
II — immediately prior to his arrival
in Washington.
Trump met Abbas at the White
House entrance on May 3 and,
before escorting him inside, expressed hope that “something terrific” could happen between the
Palestinians and Israel. “I think
there is a very, very good chance,”
Trump said.

Trump seems to view
ending nearly 70 years
of Palestinian-Israeli
conflict as being akin
to negotiating a real
estate deal.
Neither leader revealed details of their conversation in the
post-meeting news conference
but Trump said that an agreement could not be imposed by the
United States. Rather, peace would
have to be negotiated “directly”
between the two sides. Trump did,
however, pledge that the United
States would “do whatever is necessary” to help the two sides reach
an agreement.
Trump praised Abbas for fighting
terrorism and said he was pleased
to learn that Israeli and Palestinian
security forces work “unbelievably
well together… They work together beautifully.” He called on the
Palestinian leader to work against
incitement — sources say that Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Net-

anyahu lobbied Trump to focus on
this issue with Abbas — but quickly
added that “hopefully there won’t
be such hatred for very long.” Presumably, Trump was referring to
an imminent peace accord.
Trump also noted with admiration Abbas’s role in the Oslo Peace
Accords of 1993, an agreement that
most Palestinians said was a failure and that Israel had consistently
violated.
While Trump mentioned no
details for how peace would be
achieved — or what a peace deal
would look like — Abbas went
straight to the point, saying that it
is time for Israel “to end the occupation of our people.”
Abbas advocated for a two-state
solution as the only viable option
and said the peace process should
be based on the 2002 Arab Peace
Initiative, in which every Arab
country offered peace to Israel after the establishment of a Palestinian state with East Jerusalem as its
capital. The initiative was reconfirmed at the recent Arab League
summit.
In closing, Abbas turned to
Trump and said: “With you, Mr
President, we now have hope.”
He praised Trump’s “courageous
stewardship” and “great negotiating ability.” Trump replied that he
had been warned that PalestinianIsraeli peace “was the toughest
deal to make.” Turning to Abbas,
he said: “Let’s prove them wrong.”
Trump earlier said that bringing
about peace is “something that I
think is, frankly, maybe not as difficult as people have thought over
the years.” He did not mention, or
was not aware of the fact, that the
three US presidents before him had
committed substantial energy and
resources to achieving peace without success.
Trump and Abbas then had lunch
with Vice-President Mike Pence,
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson,
national security adviser H.R. McMaster and Trump’s son-in-law
Jared Kushner, who has been designated to oversee the US role in

Mutual flattery. US President Donald Trump (R) reaches to shake hands with Palestinian leader
Mahmoud Abbas at the White House in Washington, on May 3.
peace talks. Abbas was joined by
chief Palestinian negotiator Saeb
Erekat and other aides.
At the daily White House briefing, Trump’s spokesman Sean
Spicer said the two leaders had discussed ways in which the United
States could assist the Palestinian economy and that Trump had
asked Abbas to “resolve” the issue
of Palestinian Authority payments
to the families of Palestinians
jailed by Israel — another Netanyahu demand. Because Israel regards
all jailed Palestinians as “terrorists,” Netanyahu views such payments as Palestinian support for
terrorism and has tried for years to
pressure Abbas to end them.
Despite the positive language
and mutual flattery, nothing substantial appears to have come from
the Trump-Abbas meeting: There

was no indication by either side
that a new peace process is about
to be launched.
Trump seems to view ending
nearly 70 years of Palestinian-Israeli conflict as being akin to negotiating a real estate deal in which
the two actors do the bargaining
and he is called in as needed.

Abbas advocated for
a two-state solution
as the only viable
option.
For Abbas, the priority appears
to be to avoid alienating the US
president and preventing more extremist voices in his camp — such
as US Ambassador to Israel David
Friedman — from winning the internal debate. It was also impor-
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tant for Abbas to publicly reiterate
the Palestinians’ demand for a viable two-state solution.
Abbas will return home to a power struggle with Hamas, which just
days before the Washington meeting revised its charter to accept the
1967 borders, if not the state of Israel; a hunger strike by Palestinian
prisoners in Israel; and continuing
displeasure over his leadership by
many in the West Bank.
Trump will return to his domestic agenda, on which he is yet to
register a major success after 100
days in office, and to more pressing
crises such as North Korea.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.

A reset in US-Turkish relations proving elusive
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A

new start in US-Turkish
relations under US President Donald Trump is
proving elusive as the
two countries clash over
Syria and as Ankara’s relations with
the Muslim Brotherhood and Hamas continue to irk Washington.
Trump has reached out to leaders of friendly Muslim countries
in the Middle East to rebuild trust
that eroded during the presidency of Barack Obama. Observers,
however, said it will be difficult to
bridge US-Turkish differences during an upcoming Washington visit
by Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan.
“Chances are not great,” said W.
Robert Pearson, a former US ambassador to Turkey who is a scholar at
the Middle East Institute in Washington. Pearson said relations could
be improved if Turkey accepted
that defeating the Islamic State
(ISIS) was the top priority in Syria,
the United States recognised Turkey’s security concerns at its border
with Syria and Washington pledged
to give Turkey a post-battle role in
places where ISIS is on the defensive.
Efforts by the United States to
bring Turkey into line had been in
vain, Pearson added. Trump was
taking a “calculated gamble” by
inviting Erdogan for meetings May
16-17 but chances of success were
slim, Pearson said.
Other analysts paint an even
gloomier picture. “Erdogan is becoming more a liability than an

asset for the US efforts against the
Islamic State,” said Aykan Erdemir,
a former Turkish lawmaker who
works for the Foundation for Defence of Democracies, a Washington think-tank. Both Erdogan and
Trump have supported creating
safe zones for civilians inside Syria
but it remains unclear which forces
would police such zones.
The fight against ISIS is Trump’s
priority in Syria, where the US
military has been assembling a predominantly Kurdish fighting force
to attack the jihadists’ headquarters in Raqqa. Turkey sees the main
Syrian Kurd faction as terrorists
and is calling on the United States
to end cooperation with the group.
Turkish air strikes on Syrian Kurds
in April sparked an angry response
from Washington. Erdogan said ad-

ditional attacks were possible and
announced he would raise the issue
of US support for the Syrian Kurds
during his Washington visit.
“Since Trump is in urgent need of
a success story, it is doubtful that he
will continue to tolerate Erdogan’s
attempts to derail the anti-IS coalition,” Erdemir said via e-mail, using
another acronym for ISIS. “It is not
easy for Trump and Erdogan to settle their differences and find a modus vivendi during their upcoming
Washington meeting.”
The only Muslim-majority member of NATO and a direct neighbour
of Syria, Turkey is a valued ally for
the United States. Trump congratulated Erdogan on his victory in the
April 16 constitutional referendum giving him more power, even
though the opposition in Ankara

A liability. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan reviewing
a guard of honour during a ceremony at the Presidential Palace
in Ankara.
(Reuters)

said the vote was rigged.
Unlike the Obama administration, the Trump government has
not placed human rights high on
its international agenda. US media have portrayed Trump as a
president who likes strong and
sometimes autocratic leaders but
those alleged sympathies have not
stopped other US government agencies from pointing out rights issues.
In a marked contrast to Trump,
the US State Department warned
Turkey after the referendum “to
protect the fundamental rights and
freedoms of all its citizens.”
Kemal Kirisci, a Turkey expert at
the Brookings Institution in Washington, said Ankara should expect
US warnings about human rights to
continue. “The institutions of the
United States will keep stressing
the importance of the rule of law,”
Kirisci said. “The news from Turkey
does not appear to suggest that Turkey is a cradle of the rule of law.”
Washington also frowns on the
Erdogan government’s close relations with the Muslim Brotherhood and the anti-Israel Hamas
group. “Erdogan’s Islamist policies
at home and abroad are on a collision course with Trump’s commitment to fight Islamism. Erdogan is
unlikely to cut his ties either to the
Muslim Brotherhood or Hamas,”
said Erdemir.
Another source of friction is Erdogan’s demand that the United
States extradite Fethullah Gulen, a
Turkish Muslim cleric who lives in
Pennsylvania and is accused by Ankara of masterminding last year’s
coup attempt in Turkey. When
Trump took office in January, hopes
were high in Turkey that Washington might move swiftly on the case,

following perceived foot-dragging
under Obama.
Kirisci, however, said Ankara’s
hopes could be frustrated. “I don’t
see any immediate movement on
the Gulen issue,” he said. “Whatever was valid under the Obama government will remain true: This is a
decision to be taken by the courts.”

Erdogan is
becoming more a
liability than an
asset for the US
efforts against the
Islamic State.
Aykan Erdemir, a former
Turkish lawmaker
Turkey’s efforts may have been
complicated by news reports about
pro-Turkish lobbying work by
Trump’s former national security
adviser Michael Flynn. US media
have also reported that Rudy Giuliani, a former Trump adviser, met
with Erdogan in his capacity as a
lawyer for Reza Zarrab, a TurkishIranian businessman held in New
York on charges of violating sanctions against Iran.
The Flynn and Zarrab incidents
have created an impression with
some Americans that Turkey is
trying to meddle in US domestic
affairs. “The media coverage is almost putting Turkey in the same
league as Russia,” Kirisci said. This
could make it harder for Trump to
act in the Gulen case, he added.
Thomas Seibert is a
Washington correspondent
for The Arab Weekly.

