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alestinian Authority Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas fi-
nally had his day at the 
Trump White House.

The US president, stand-
ing in front of the Palestinian flag 
at their news conference on May 3, 
lauded Abbas for his role as signa-
tory to the 1993 Oslo peace accords 
with Israel, his commitment to 
fighting “terrorism” and for secu-
rity cooperation with Israel. Trump 
described how the two sides worked 
“unbelievably well together… They 
work together beautifully.”

Trump urged the Palestinian pres-
ident to work against incitement 
and reiterated that a peace agree-
ment could not be imposed on the 
Israelis and Palestinians but that the 
United States would “do whatever 
is necessary” to help the two sides 
reach such an agreement.

Trump held back on publicly de-
manding the Palestinian Authority 
end payments to families of pris-
oners or those killed during attacks 
on Israelis, something Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu had 
pushed for prior to the meeting.

Abbas cited the Arab peace initia-
tive, which calls for two states with 
East Jerusalem as the capital of a 
Palestinian state and a fair solution 
for the refugee issue. The Palestin-
ian president praised Trump’s “cou-
rageous stewardship” and “great ne-
gotiating ability.”

Trump tweeted about the meet-
ing, saying: “It was a great honour 
to welcome President Abbas to the 
White House today. We’re hoping 
for a great agreement between the 
Palestinians and Israel that allows 
both peoples to live in safety and in 
peace.” The tweet was later inexpli-

cably removed.
Reaction to the meeting was 

mixed. A headline in the pro-Hamas 
website Al-Resaleh read: “Abbas ap-
plauds himself alone in Washing-
ton” and characterised the situation 
as Abbas “alone in the wrestling 
ring” with Trump and completely 
powerless.

The Jerusalem daily Al-Quds sig-
nalled approval of the meeting with 
the headline: “Trump: I welcome 
President Abbas in the White House 
as a peacemaker.” While Al-Ayyam, 
a news site sympathetic to the Pal-
estinian Authority, said the compro-
mise Abbas was offering Trump was 
in “Israel’s interest” but that the ex-
treme Israeli right-wing would reject 
it anyway.

Nasser Laham, editor-in-chief 

of Bethlehem-based Ma’an News 
Agency, wrote that Abbas did not 
take anything new to the White 
House in terms of demands and 
warned that any kind of “honey-
moon” between Trump and the 
Arab world would be over quickly if 
the United States moved its embassy 
to Jerusalem.

Writing on the web site of Al Ja-
zeera, Palestinian lawyer and ana-
lyst Diana Buttu said the Trump-Ab-
bas meeting was, for Palestinians, as 
expected “useless.” She character-
ised the emphasis on “process” as 
a perusal of “the same failed strat-
egy pursued by three US presidents, 
spanning six administrations and 24 
years.”

Hani al-Masri, director general of 
Masarat, a Palestinian organisation 

focused on formulating strategic 
policies and studies, acknowledged 
that by meeting Abbas and calling 
him “president,” Trump endowed 
legitimacy on Abbas, which may 
counter what seems to be an at-
tempt to regionalise the Palestinian 
issue.

Masri noted that, in his address, 
Abbas failed to mention the daily 
struggles of the Palestinians and 
the impact of the continued settle-
ments, home demolitions, evictions 
and the prisoner hunger strike. Mas-
ri warned that focusing again on the 
role of the United States, important 
though it is, ignores to some extent 
the changing voting pattern of some 
key countries as was seen in a recent 
UNESCO resolution on Jerusalem.

Trump is planning to visit the 

Holy Land, possibly emphasising 
his commitment to securing the ul-
timate deal. But he has yet to pro-
vide a foundation for this deal that 
would assure Palestinians it would 
be based on international law or 
meet the minimum requirements 
for justice that they expect.

While talk of the peace process 
kicks into life once again, Israel ap-
pears to continue breathing a sigh 
of relief that there is nothing to fear 
from the Trump administration. On 
the contrary, it will feel emboldened 
to build and expand while the Pal-
estinians once again pin their hopes 
on others.

Kamel Hawwash is a Britain-based 
Palestinian university professor and 
writer.
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No breakthroughs. US President Donald Trump (R) meets with Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas in the Oval Office of the 
White House, on May 3.                                                                                     (AP)
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U 

S President Donald 
Trump seems optimistic 
that he will be the one to 
finally broker an Israeli-
Palestinian peace deal.

Although many experts say 
Trump is living in a dream world 
given the distance between the par-
ties, the possibility exists (albeit re-
mote) that he may be able to bring a 
deal to fruition. A wild card in this 
scenario is the US Congress, which 
could play a spoiler role.

Congress has always been among 
the most pro-Israel US institutions, 
often serving as a check on US presi-
dents who have had disagreements 
with Israel’s policies. In recent 
years, however, uncritical support 
for Israel has become a more parti-
san endeavour in the United States, 
as Republicans have emerged as Is-
rael’s staunchest allies, particularly 
for right-wing Israeli governments.

It was the Republican-controlled 
Congress, without the Obama ad-
ministration’s blessing, that invited 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Ne-
tanyahu in 2015 to give a major ad-
dress (and a scathing indictment) of 
the then-unfolding Iranian nuclear 
deal.

Israel still enjoys support among 

Democrats and it was the Obama 
administration that negotiated a 10-
year, $38 billion aid package with 
Israel in 2016. Democrats, though, 
have increasingly become more 
even-handed in their approach to 
the Israeli-Palestinian issue.

For example, polling data at the 
end of 2016 conducted by the Uni-
versity of Maryland indicated that 
close to two-thirds of Democrats 
oppose settlements in the West 
Bank and more than half support an 
independent Palestinian state.

During the 2016 US presidential 
campaign, it was none other than 
Bernie Sanders, the independent 
senator from Vermont who ran as 
a Democrat and is Jewish, who ex-
pressed the most sympathy for the 
Palestinians. Sanders conveniently 
skipped the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee’s (AIPAC) annual 
meeting in 2016, professing sched-
uling conflicts but probably know-
ing that his more even-handed 
views were out of sync with AIPAC’s 
uncritical positions.

This is a reflection of more di-
verse opinions emerging within 
the American Jewish community in 
recent years as it faces — and often 
disagrees with — right-wing gov-
ernments in Israel. The emergence 
of the J Street lobby group, which 
touts itself as pro-Israel and pro-
peace and supports a two-state so-
lution, is indicative of this trend.

However, AIPAC remains the 
pre-eminent lobby on Israeli-Pal-
estinian issues on Capitol Hill and, 
coupled with the strong support of 
Christian fundamentalist groups to-
wards Israel, it is not surprising that 
legislation reflecting the Netanyahu 

government’s positions is gaining 
traction with the Republican major-
ity in Congress.

For example, several prominent 
Republicans, such as Senator Lind-
sey Graham of South Carolina, have 
introduced legislation called the 
Taylor Force Act named after a US 
military veteran who was stabbed 
to death by a Palestinian while on 
a visit to Israel. The legislation calls 
for a cut off of all US aid to the Pal-
estinian Authority (PA) if it does not 
stop making payments to families 
of Palestinians killed in violence 
against Israel. Interestingly, reflect-

ing the partisanship in American 
politics, none of the bill’s co-spon-
sors are Democrats.

Graham and other co-sponsors 
of the legislation have underscored 
that the amount of US aid given to 
the PA — more than $300 million a 
year — is equivalent to what the PA 
pays out to such Palestinian fami-
lies.

This legislation is supported by 
the Israeli government, whose am-
bassador to the UN recently said: “I 
think nobody, no Israeli or no Amer-
ican, would be happy to know that 
his taxpayer money is being used to 

be paid for families of terrorism.”
And Netanyahu himself said: 

“The payment of money to terror-
ists on a sliding scale — the more 
you kill the more you get — that’s 
the opposite of peace.”

However, pro-Israel Democratic 
senators say such legislation could 
hurt efforts at peace by weakening 
the PA. Senator Ben Cardin of Mary-
land said Congress “should not take 
steps to jeopardise the security of 
the West Bank’s economic develop-
ment, which is critically important.”

As for the Palestinians, they have 
said the payments are necessary for 
the support of widows and orphans 
but Palestinian official Jibril Rajoub 
told the New York Times recently 
that the PA would discuss the issue 
with an “open mind” as part of a 
broader Israeli-Palestinian negotia-
tion.

The problem for the peace pro-
cess is that the Netanyahu govern-
ment — if it sees the Trump admin-
istration putting too much pressure 
on it to strike a deal with the Pales-
tinians — may activate its support 
among Republicans in Congress to 
put a brake on the process, such as 
pushing for passage of the Taylor 
Force Act and similar legislation.

Without substantial US aid to the 
Palestinians, it is hard to envision 
a peace deal succeeding and it is 
unclear how much political capital 
Trump would be willing to use to 
force Republicans to back down.
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Spoiler role. Speaker of the US House of Representatives Paul 
Ryan speaks to the American Israel Public Affairs Committee 
(AIPAC) policy conference, last March.                                            (Reuters)
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