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T
he 50th anniversary of the start of the 1967 Arab-
Israeli war, on June 5, is a suitable moment to take 
stock of the state of affairs in the region. What a 
half-century it has been. The map has changed since 
June 1967, when war broke out between Israel and its 
Arab neighbours for the third time since the Jewish 
state was founded. Israel has since annexed the Golan 

Heights and East Jerusalem and continues to occupy the West 
Bank.

The Arab world too has changed. The collective defeat of Arab 
armies following illusory promises before the war of quick victo-
ries has been morale-sapping for the Arab world. It has, also, 
irreversibly shaken confidence in Arab political leaders.

Israel itself has altered, coarsening and hardening in the past 50 
years. It has brutalised its occupation of Palestinian lands, dehu-
manising the people and elevating the building of illegal settle-
ments to a state doctrine.

In the past few days, Israel has provocatively and humiliatingly 
celebrated the capture of East Jerusalem as the “unification” of its 
eternal capital even though the city’s status formally remains in 
dispute.

Even so, perhaps the next half-century may be less dismal than 
the last. Certainly, Israel received a rude shock at the hands of US 
President Donald Trump, whose surprise election victory was 
cheered in Tel Aviv last November. Here, Israelis said at the time, is 
an American president who will offer unconditional support to 
Israel, without the usual caveats about settlements building and 
human rights for Palestinians.

That was then. Trump has followed his predecessors in signing 
the 6-month waiver that suspends the 1995 Jerusalem Embassy Act 
requiring the US embassy to move to the city. The White House has 
stressed that the president is not reneging on his campaign pledge 
on Jerusalem but merely postponing the inevitable in the interests 
of future peace talks. Whatever the calculations, it was a wise 
decision to keep the US embassy in Tel Aviv.

After three years without a peace process or any prospect for 
restarting negotiations, the time to talk has come. This will not be 
easy. The Arab Peace Initiative endorsed at the Beirut summit of 
2002 offers a solid starting base for serious negotiations. What 
other chance is there for hope but to work towards a two-state 
solution?

The Oslo process was supposed to have reached a final status 
agreement by 1998. Nineteen years past that goal, there is still no 
denying the basic principles upon which it rested — ensuring the 
right of Palestinians to self-determination and that of Israelis to 
security within internationally recognised borders. Neither party 
can alter the history of this destructive conflict but both have a 
chance to build a better future for all peoples.

A sliver of hope for better things came at the start of Ramadan 
when hundreds of Palestinians on hunger strike in prison ended 
one of the longest such protests in the occupied territories in 50 
years.

Israelis are capable of concessions and the Palestinians are still 
able to defend their cause even when everything seems to point to 
their cause’s marginalisation.
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In Lebanon, political 
void is not an option

D
espite the election of 
a president last 
October, Lebanon’s 
tumultuous political 
and constitutional 
crisis remains.

Lebanon’s parliamentary 
elections, delayed twice on the 
grounds of security, might be 
postponed again as political 
differences over changes to the 
country’s electoral laws prove too 
great an impasse to the democratic 
process. To Lebanon’s political 
parties, changes to the electoral 
laws override all else as they 
redraw the political scene and 
specify the weights each of them 
will be afforded in any ballot.

The most recent national 
elections were in June 2009. 
Lebanon has traditionally relied 
upon majoritarian elections in 
which the list of candidates that 
earns 51% of the votes wins all the 
seats in the electoral district. That 
system has been criticised by civil 
society and independent observers 
as unable to properly represent the 
range of political opinion in the 
country.

Much of Lebanon’s political 
conversation recently has centred 
on the introduction of an electoral 
system built on proportional 
representation.

The term of the current 
parliament expires on June 20. 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun 
has stated that the inability of 
the country’s political factions to 
agree on a new electoral law before 
that date will lead to elections 
under the strictures of the current 
statute, generally referred to as the 
1960 law (though amended in the 
Doha Accord in 2008).

This position, which is in 
line with the constitution, runs 
counter to Aoun’s former stance, in 
which he seemed ready to accept 

a political vacuum rather than 
proceed on the basis of the 1960 
law. Aoun’s apparent U-turn is seen 
as in keeping with the position 
of his principal ally, Hezbollah, 
which firmly opposed any vacuum. 
Mohammad Raad, president of 
Hezbollah’s parliamentary bloc, 
clearly stated that a vacuum in the 
legislative body would paralyse 
the cabinet and, eventually, the 
presidency.

As time grows tighter, options 
become increasingly limited. 
A vacuum no longer appears 
to be a possibility — and is 
unconstitutional — while the 
chances of reaching agreement on 
a new law are just as likely to fail as 
they are to succeed.

Some groups are calling for a new 
law to be voted in the streamlined 
council of ministers, an option 
that was categorically refused by 
Hezbollah, as well as by Speaker 
of Parliament Nabih Berri and 
Progressive Socialist Party leader 
Walid Jumblatt.

The political consensus that has 
all but defined previous decision-
making processes, especially 
after the Doha Accord of 2008, 
has practically granted each of the 
country’s constituents the power of 
veto, irrespective of their political 
position. Not being one to let any 
opportunity slip, it’s a veto that’s 
been exercised every time a faction 
felt its interests were in jeopardy.

Perhaps the most enthusiastic 
adherent of this legal quirk was 
Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement 
(FPM). The FPM, along with its 
ally, Hezbollah, refrained from 
participating in 42 presidential 
election sessions in the parliament 
before it secured the success of its 
candidate — Aoun.

The country is at a crossroads. 
Either its political forces will 
succeed in generating a new 
electoral law before the end of the 
parliamentary term or a so-called 
technical extension for a few 
months, expected before the end of 
2017, will be used to have elections 
later, according to Doha law.

In both cases, little change 
is expected in any election 
regardless of the law. The deep-
rooted political system based 
on clientelism, nepotism, 
sectarianism and confessionalism 
will be hard to drive out in one 
electoral round.

In the past, this system and its 
political symbols have proved on 
several occasions to destroy and 
degrade any real efforts to enact 
reform. It will continue to resist it.

Rami Rayess is a Lebanese writer 
and journalist. Follow him on 
Twitter: @RamiRayess.
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Limited options. Lebanese activist sprays paint on a banner 
during a demonstration against an extension of the parliament’s 
term in Beirut.                      (Reuters)


