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Palestinian unity government remains unlikely
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onciliatory moves announced by the Palestinian movement Hamas towards its rival Fatah will
not be enough to bring an
end to the differences between the
two sides, let alone form a unity
government, observers noted.
Hamas said it was disbanding a
committee that was formed to govern Gaza and expressed readiness to
hand over all government functions
to Fatah. It also agreed to have elections in Gaza, which it controls, and
in the Israeli-occupied West Bank,
which is governed by Palestinian
Authority President Mahmoud Abbas.
“We have taken practical steps
on the ground. The administrative
committee no longer functions in
Gaza and we are ready, starting
now, to welcome the government of
national consensus,” Hamas official
Ismail Haniyeh said.
Abbas, who was attending a UN
General Assembly meeting, spoke
by phone with Haniyeh for the first
time in nearly a year, cautiously
welcoming Hamas’s rapprochement
bid without making any commitments. Palestinian Prime Minister
Rami Hamdallah is to visit Gaza for
talks with Hamas officials.
The announcement came following Haniyeh’s return from Cairo,
where Egyptian authorities hosted
mediation efforts to bring the two
Palestinian sides together.
Hamas came under pressure after
Abbas announced 30% salary cuts
for approximately 60,000 civil servants in Gaza who are on the payroll
of the Palestinian Authority. Abbas
also stopped paying for Israeli electricity deliveries to Gaza, leaving
the strip with only a few hours of
electricity a day.
“When Hamas said it will dissolve
the administrative committee, it
threw the ball into the Palestinian
Authority’s yard, in the sense that
they have acquiesced to their demands, so now what will the PA do
for Hamas? It’s a tit for tat, a barter,”
Abdulsattar Qassem, a political science professor at the an-Najah Uni-

Substantial lasting and
positive developments
can be only realised
through an inclusive and
participatory political
process.

New phase? A Palestinian man walks past a graffiti reading in Arabic ”Division” in Gaza,
on September 17.
					
versity in Nablus, told Al Jazeera.
Unemployment is more than 40%
in Gaza and a blockade imposed on
it has left the economy in tatters.
Israel and Egypt have shut their
borders during most of the year,
leaving thousands of people — out
of a population of almost 2 million
— unable to travel abroad for work
or medical treatment.
“I have the impression that the
general population, at least in the
Gaza Strip, is really exhausted.
Something has to happen and that’s
why I’m slightly optimistic,” Bettina
Marx, director of the Heinrich Böll
Foundation in Ramallah, told the
German website DW.
The move, however, was not expected to bring about a genuine
push for reconciliation.
“Far from catapulting the Palestinians towards a hopeful new future, the most immediate result of
the Hamas gambit may amount to
little more than turning back the

clock — and only to the beginning
of the year,” David M. Halbfinger
wrote in the New York Times.
“Actual reconciliation that could
give new impetus to the peace process would require a motivated Palestinian Authority, a seismic shift by
Hamas, and the forbearance of both
Israel and the United States — none
of which is clearly yet in evidence,
and some of which seems as likely
as an early Gaza frost,” he added.
The two Palestinian sides do not
appear ready to put aside party politics for the sake of national unity.
“Substantial lasting and positive
developments can be only realised
through an inclusive and participatory political process that neither
Fatah nor Hamas are interested in
pursuing,” Alaa Tartir, programme
director at the Al-Shabaka Palestinian think-tank, told Al Jazeera.
Palestinians in the Gaza Strip and
the West Bank are likely to remain
doubtful of the possibility of a gen-
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uine reconciliation as there appears
to be no middle ground to agree on.
“It’s all cosmetic at this point.
Neither side will be able to bridge
the ideological divide or forget
their blood-soaked history anytime
soon. If actual unity was possible,
the two Palestinian factions would
have likely found the formula in
their previous agreements: Mecca
in 2007, Sana’a in 2008, Cairo in
2011, Doha in 2012, Cairo again in
2012, and the Shati refugee camp in
2014,” wrote Grant Rumley in the
Atlantic.
“The reality is that Hamas is unlikely to ever truly give up its military control over Gaza. The faction
wants Abbas to pay for the costs of
governing. Abbas wants total acquiescence and disarmament. Ultimately, there’s no middle ground
here,” added Grant.
Security coordination remains
the thorniest issue between the two
Palestinian rivals.

Alaa Tartir, programme
director at the Al-Shabaka
Palestinian think-tank
“Over the past few years, when
this file was put forward during
advanced negotiations Hamas required the simultaneous exchange
of security arrangements,” wrote
Kifah Ziboun in Asharq al-Awsat.
“In practical terms, Hamas elements cannot work in the West
Bank security services. Fatah members cannot work in Hamas-run security services in Gaza because of
the political, security and partisan
complexities,” wrote Ziboun.
There is also the objection of Israel and the United States to consider.
“Hamas is considered a terrorist
organisation by the US, which may,
as it did in 2006, slash funding to
the PA should the Islamists join a
Palestinian government,” wrote Orlando Crowcroft in Newsweek.
“The inclusion of Hamas at any
senior level within a Palestinian
negotiation team would likely be
resisted by Israel — let alone by the
US.”
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The recent
rapprochement
between Fatah
and Hamas may
add complications
to the peace
process.

U

S President Donald
Trump used the
occasion of the UN
General Assembly to
meet separately with
Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu and Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud
Abbas about moving the peace
process forward but the latter was
more enthusiastic about such discussions than the former.
Trump did not address the Israeli-Palestinian issue in his formal
General Assembly speech (which
he used primarily to bash North
Korea and Iran) but took advantage
of sideline opportunities in New
York for talks with the Israeli and
Palestinian leaders in the hope of
restarting the moribund IsraeliPalestinian peace process.
Even before his meeting with
Netanyahu, Trump took to Twitter
to say: “Peace in the Middle East
would be a truly great legacy for
ALL people.” By capitalising the
word “all” Trump meant the Israelis, the Palestinians and the other
Arab peoples of the region.
Trump’s emphasis on the IsraeliPalestinian issue was something of
a surprise to Netanyahu, who had
expected that his talk with Trump
would focus chiefly on Iran, Israeli
media sources said.
At a news conference September 18 just prior to their meeting,
Netanyahu looked a bit mystified

when Trump said: “We are going to
discuss peace between Israel and
the Palestinians. It will be a fantastic achievement. We are giving it
absolute go. There is a good chance
it could happen… I really think we
have a chance.”
The details of what Trump
pressed Netanyahu about are not
known but Netanyahu tried to
shift the attention later by praising
Trump’s General Assembly address
and focusing on Iran. He even had
his wife, Sara, sit beside him in the
General Assembly during Trump’s
speech to underline his and his
family’s close bond with the US
president.
By contrast, Abbas was enthusiastic about Trump’s renewed
efforts on the Israeli-Palestinian
track but, like Netanyahu, flattered the US president. Addressing
Trump and using one of his stock
phrases, Abbas said the efforts on
the peace process “attest to the
seriousness of Your Excellency,
Mr President, to achieve the deal
of the century in the Middle East
during this year or in the coming
months, God willing.”
Abbas noted that the Jewish and
Islamic New Year starts around
the same time this year, calling
it an indication that the Palestinians and the Israelis “can co-exist
peacefully together.”
Trump responded by saying
that his team was working hard

with the Israelis, the Palestinians,
Saudi Arabia and other countries
to achieve peace and underscored
that “we have a very, very good
chance” to achieve it, adding he
would devote “everything within
my heart and within my soul to get
that deal made.”
Despite this outward display of
optimism, Trump did throw in a
cautionary note by saying: “There
can be no promises, obviously.”
Indeed, Abbas’s address to the
General Assembly showed how
far apart the Palestinians and the
Israelis are on a peace settlement.
Abbas reiterated the Palestinian stance of a two-state solution
based on the 1967 lines and called
East Jerusalem an “occupied city”
— positions strongly opposed by
Netanyahu.
He added that Israeli policies
“stir religious animosity and may
lead to a violent religious conflict.”
More controversially, he warned
against obstructing the issuance of
the list of companies doing business with Israeli settlements in the
West Bank and praised “our glorious martyrs and our courageous
prisoners in Israeli jails.”
Netanyahu avoided talking
about the Palestinians directly in
his UN speech, which was devoted
in large part to praising Israel’s
accomplishments and opposing
Iran. He did say Israel was committed to achieving peace with all

its Arab neighbours, including the
Palestinians, but to underscore his
opposition to any division of Jerusalem, noted that: “Fifty years ago,
we reunited our eternal capital,
Jerusalem, achieving a miraculous
victory against those who sought
to destroy our state.”
Hence, despite Trump’s efforts to
bring about an Israeli-Palestinian
peace deal, the Israelis and Palestinians remain far apart on the
issues of the 1967 borders, settlements in the West Bank and the
ultimate disposition of Jerusalem
— the core issues in the dispute.
How Trump and his team will
reconcile these differences is anyone’s guess. Moreover, the recent
rapprochement between Fatah
and Hamas, while desirous from
a Palestinian nationalist point of
view, may add complications to
the peace process because both
the United States and Israel regard
Hamas as a terrorist organisation.
Hence, while Trump used his
New York trip to try to re-energise
the peace process, it is not clear
if anything was accomplished
except that Abbas and Netanyahu
showered praise on him as a way
of trying to curry favour. One
possible accomplishment was to
reinforce the idea that the United
States remains the indispensable
broker in the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict even if peace is a distant
dream.

