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T
he president of the 
United States normally 
sets the broad objectives 
of the country’s foreign 
policy, which largely fol-
low his party’s platform 

on the various issues. Day-to-day 
implementation is normally the do-
main of the US State Department, 
with the secretary of state tradi-
tionally being the person to lead 
the process and clock the required 
air miles to project the policy and 
attempts to deliver it.

Donald Trump, however, is no 
ordinary president and, while he 
set out his foreign policy dur-
ing the election in the same way 
previous presidents have, he has 
acted differently when it comes 
to implementation. This has been 
the case on issues such as Iran and 
North Korea, which have caused 
tensions between the White House 
and the State Department, with 

political observers characterising 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson’s 

role as “clearing up the mess.”

Trump is certainly committed to 
bringing peace to the Palestinians 
and Israelis.  It would be, he said, 
the “ultimate deal.” He promised 
Palestinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas: “We want to 
create peace between Israel and the 
Palestinians. We will get it done. 
We will be working so hard to get 
it done.”

However, unlike his predeces-
sor, Barack Obama, who effec-
tively passed the pursuit of peace 
between Israel and the Palestinians 
to his Secretary of State John Kerry, 
Trump appointed his son-in-law 
Jared Kushner as a senior adviser 
on the Middle East. His other key 
appointments in relation to this 
were his company lawyer, Jason 
Greenblatt, as special representa-
tive for international negotiations, 
and his bankruptcy lawyer, David 
Friedman, for the sensitive posi-
tion of US ambassador to Israel.

All three key appointees have a 
strong record of supporting Israel 
but none of them had experience in 

foreign policy. They were appoint-
ed to a task that has frustrated 
countless individuals who were far 
more experienced.

Kushner’s family’s foundation 
has donated tens of thousands of 
dollars to the illegal West Bank set-
tlement of Bet El. Greenblatt and 
Friedman are also strong support-
ers of the settlement enterprise. 
While Abbas has met with both 
Kushner and Greenblatt on several 
occasions, he has refused to meet 
with Friedman because of the am-
bassador’s determination to move 
the US embassy from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem.

Tillerson has made two visits to 
the Palestinian territories and Isra-
el since his appointment. His visit 
in May ahead of Trump’s July visit 
to the region was his first to the 
Holy Land. Greenblatt and Kushner 
have made repeated visits.

None of the three has made a 
substantial announcement on how 
Trump’s “ultimate deal” would be 
reached or whether there would be 

a substantial change in US policy. 
They claim to still be in an “explo-
ration and listening” mode.

However, Friedman has been 
outspoken since his appointment. 
He recently referred to the “alleged 
occupation” of the West Bank and 
followed it with the astonishing 
claim that Israel only occupies 
2% of the West Bank and that the 
two-state solution “is not a help-
ful term” and “has largely lost its 
meaning.”

He further stated: “I think the 
settlements are part of Israel” in 
comments that seem at odds with 
decades of US foreign policy. These 
statements could easily have come 
from Israel’s Foreign Ministry web-
site. It was left to a State Depart-
ment spokeswoman to reiterate 
there was no change in US policy.

With Trump, Tillerson, Trump’s 
advisers and his ambassador 
seemingly working in an uncoor-
dinated manner, it may be a case 
of too many cooks spoiling the 
peace broth.

Who sets US policy on Israel and Palestine?

Kamel Hawwash

With Trump, 
Tillerson, Trump’s 
advisers and his 
ambassador 
seemingly working 
in an uncoordinated 
manner, it may be a 
case of too many 
cooks spoiling the 
peace broth.

is a British-based Palestinian 
university professor and writer.

London

W 

hen Palestinian 
Prime Minister Rami 
Hamdallah led a 
large delegation of 
Fatah officials to the 

Gaza Strip, many Gazans looked at 
the reconciliation move with Ha-
mas as a decade-awaited step to end 
their woes.

Approximately 2,000 people lined 
the streets and welcomed Ham-
dallah and his delegation as they 
crossed the Israeli-controlled Erez 
border.

“The only way to statehood is 
through unity,” Hamdallah said at 
a welcome ceremony attended by 
Fatah and Hamas officials. “We are 
coming to Gaza again to deepen the 
reconciliation and end the split.”

Clashes between the two sides 
following parliamentary elections 
in 2006 led to a bloody civil war. 
After Hamas ousted the Palestinian 
Authority (PA) from Gaza in 2007, 
two governments were essentially 
formed in Palestine — a Hamas-led 
government in Gaza and a PA-led 
government in the West Bank. Since 
2011, numerous attempts have been 
made to reconcile the two move-
ments and create a power-sharing 
unity government in Gaza and the 
West Bank.

In September, a new reconcilia-
tion programme offered families of 
victims $50,000 in compensation 
each in exchange for relinquishing 
claims against those blamed for tar-
geting their loved ones.

Mohammad AbuShanab, 24, a 
graduate in economics and political 
sciences from the Islamic University 
of Gaza, said that it would be a his-
toric day to end the decade-long di-
vision on political and social levels.

“Those who have lost family 
members will never forget but we 
hope that they will forgive for this 
reconciliation to stand a chance,” 
AbuShanab said.

“However, let’s not get our hopes 
too high. Throughout the last dec-
ade we have witnessed Palestinian 
reconciliation attempts sponsored 
by different parties, but none of 
them paid its efforts. Despite the 
positive measures taken by both 
Palestinian sides of the division, 
we are still doubting its success,” he 
added.

“If all goes to plan, I expect a huge 
change starting from creating new 
jobs to increases in exports and 
imports. We will be witnessing a 
new paradigm of a Palestinian rul-
ing system which takes actual steps 
towards improving the standard of 
living in the Gaza Strip,” continued 
AbuShanab.

In September, Hamas agreed to 

disband its shadow government and 
accepted a Fatah call for elections in 
Gaza and the West Bank. Analysts 
said the Hamas shift reflected pres-
sure from Israel and Abbas.

The Chairman of the Association 
of the Palestinian Community in the 
UK (APC UK) Rajab Shamallakh, this 
writer’s father, expressed optimism 
towards the reconciliation.

“Gaza faced hard-hitting econom-
ic steps imposed by Mahmoud Ab-
bas, such as electricity cuts, which 
reduced the daily electricity supply 
to two to four hours a day. The PA 
also cut salaries for its employees in 
Gaza,” he said.

“The unification of Hamas and 
Fatah will pave the way for the re-
construction of the Gaza Strip and 
the improvement of living condi-
tions hampered by the Israeli and 
Egyptian blockade and Israeli bom-
bardments.

“These reconciliation efforts will 
give hope for the opening of the 
borders. Abbas could counter Isra-
el’s argument that it does not have 
a negotiating partner for peace with 
the Palestinians.”

However, many Gazans are scepti-
cal about reconciliation.

“I am not very optimistic and I 
cannot say much before I see how 
this so-called reconciliation is trans-
lated on the ground. People are fed 
up,” said Shahd Abusalama, a doc-
toral candidate at Sheffield Hallam 
University.

“Of course, a united government is 
good. However, I am worried about 
the shape of this united government 
and if it will bring any good. Would 
this good be shared or limited to cer-
tain groups or people with contacts? 
What is their stance when it comes 
not only to people’s basic needs but 
also our struggle? Will de facto secu-
rity coordination continue? There are 
still a lot of unclear issues. For me, it 
is beyond easing the siege on Gaza.”

While serious obstacles threaten 
any agreement between the two fac-
tions, Hamdallah stressed the im-
portance of reconciliation between 
Hamas and Fatah if the Palestinians 
were to confront Israel effectively.

Gaza resident Essa Kamal, 22, said 
he was optimistic despite previous 
failed reconciliation attempts. He 

said the humanitarian situation in 
Gaza is catastrophic and Hamas can-
not help the Gazans nor itself.

“This reconciliation means every-
thing, as everything is literally hang-
ing by a straw. Unemployment rates 
have increased massively and there 
is a crucial shortage of medical sup-
plies in Gaza,” he said.

“If the reconciliation goes to plan, 
more than 75,000 humanitarian cas-
es will be able to travel, more than 2 
million people will enjoy their day 
with more than four hours of elec-
tricity, and construction and raw ma-
terials will enter Gaza.”

Over the past decade, Gaza has 
fallen deeper into poverty, wit-
nessed three devastating wars 
and suffered from a joint Israeli-
Egyptian blockade. Many obsta-
cles lie ahead and the nature of the 
reconciliation is yet to be deter-
mined. While a unity government is 
just a step, it is a very important one.
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Cautiously optimistic. Palestinians gather in Gaza to welcome the visit of Prime Minister Rami Hamdallah and his government, on 
October 2.                                                                                                                                                             (AFP)
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