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U 

S Vice-President Mike 
Pence is facing strong 
expressions of rejec-
tion ahead of a planned 
visit to the Middle East 

that is turning into a highly po-
litical mission as the first trip by a 
high-level US official following US 
President Donald Trump’s much-
criticised Jerusalem decision.

Foreign visits by US vice-presi-
dents normally do not carry much 
political weight because the office 
has few concrete powers but the 
situation is different with Pence’s 
trip because it comes on the heels 
of Trump’s announcement to rec-
ognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital 
and to move the US Embassy there.

Palestinians, as well as repre-
sentatives of both Christians and 
Muslims in the Middle East, have 
said they would refuse to meet with 
Pence.

The rejections illustrate the po-
litical damage done by Trump’s 
move, said Joe Macaron, an analyst 
at the Arab Centre in Washington.

“The US decision on Jerusalem 
gave Israeli officials a gift with no 
strings attached and put a nail in 
the coffin of the peace process,” 
Macaron said by e-mail. “There is 
nothing Pence can say or do during 
this trip to change that reality.”

Pence’s mission hit turbulence 
before it even started. On December 
14, two days before he was due to 
leave for Israel, the vice-president’s 
press secretary, Alyssa Farah, said 
the visit would be postponed for 
several days because Pence might 
be needed in Washington to cast 
the deciding vote regarding a US 
Senate measure on a proposed tax 
reform.

News reports in Israel said Pence 
was expected in Israel on Decem-
ber 20 after first travelling to Egypt 
for talks with President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi, another close ally of the 
Trump administration. In Israel, 
Pence is to meet with Prime Minis-
ter Binyamin Netanyahu, visit the 
Western Wall in Jerusalem and give 

a speech in the Knesset. Farah said 
in a statement that Pence would 
use the trip to “reaffirm the United 
States’ commitment to its allies in 
the Middle East and to working co-
operatively to defeat radicalism.”

Pence has left no doubt that he 
is squarely behind Trump’s Jerusa-
lem plan. In a speech following the 
president’s announcement on De-
cember 6, Pence called the official 
recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital “a truly historic step” that 
had been long overdue. “After dec-
ades of talk, President Trump took 
action,” Pence said.

Trump’s Jerusalem decision has 
been widely condemned by Mus-
lim countries but the criticism by 
US allies such as Egypt was muted. 
US news reports said the adminis-
tration in Washington expects the 
negative fallout to be temporary.

The trip by Pence, announced 

in October, comes as the Trump 
administration worked on what 
it calls a comprehensive plan for 
peace in the Middle East, an effort 
led by Trump’s son-in-law Jared 
Kushner. Few details are known but 
officials say one goal is to forge an 
alliance between US partners Israel, 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia to counter 
Iran. Pence was expected to recon-

firm the strong bonds between the 
United States, Israel and Egypt dur-
ing his visit.

The vice-president is less wel-
come outside government offices 
in the two countries. Arab Israeli 
members of the Knesset said they 
would boycott Pence’s speech in 
the chamber. Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas, furious about 
Trump’s decision, declined a re-
quest to meet with Pence. Speaking 
at a meeting of the Organisation of 
Islamic Cooperation, Abbas called 
Trump’s move “the greatest crime” 
and said the United States would 
no longer be able to mediate in the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict because 
of Washington’s pro-Israel bias.

Jarrod Agen, Pence’s deputy chief 
of staff, said by boycotting the vice-
president’s speech, the Palestinians 
were losing a chance to get closer 
to a solution to their long-running 

conflict with Israel. “It’s unfortu-
nate that the Palestinian Authority 
is walking away again from an op-
portunity to discuss the future of 
the region,” Agen said on Twitter.

Michael Rubin, a former Pen-
tagon official who works for the 
American Enterprise Institute, a 
conservative think-tank in Wash-
ington, said Trump’s Jerusalem de-
cision would overshadow Pence’s 
trip, “but not fatally so.”

Answering questions via e-mail, 
Rubin pointed out that Kushner, 
rather than Pence, was the main 
Middle East negotiator for the 
Trump administration. “So, if Pal-
estinian leaders boycott a meeting 
[with Pence], it’s no big deal,” Ru-
bin wrote.

The Palestinians are not the only 
ones keeping their distance. Chris-
tian leaders in Jerusalem and Egypt 
also declined to meet with Pence in 
protest against the Trump adminis-
tration’s initiative. Their rejection is 
certain to be bitter for Pence, who 
considers himself a devout Chris-
tian.

Adeeb Joudeh, the keeper of the 
keys to the Church of the Holy Sep-
ulchre in Jerusalem, one of Chris-
tianity’s holiest shrines, said he 
would “absolutely refuse” to see 
Pence, Israeli news reports said. 
In Egypt, Pope Tawadros II, lead-
er of the Coptic Church, said he 
would not meet with Pence. Sheikh 
Ahmed Mohammed al-Tayyeb, 
the imam of al-Azhar Mosque and 
Egypt’s highest Islamic leader, also 
turned down a US request to see 
Pence.

Rubin called the boycott of the 
Christian leaders “self-defeating as 
it will undercut efforts in Washing-
ton to advocate for their concerns” 
but Macaron said the vice-presi-
dent’s ideological stance towards 
the Jerusalem issue is the real prob-
lem.

“Pence’s fixation with Jerusa-
lem from a biblical lens reflects a 
narrow-minded approach to US na-
tional interests in the Middle East,” 
he wrote. “It is counterproductive 
to Washington’s objectives of rally-
ing Arab countries against Iran and 
having US troops operate in a safe 
regional environment.”
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The president and the architect. US President Donald Trump, accompanied by Vice-President Mike 
Pence, holds up a signed proclamation recognising Jerusalem as the capital of Israel in Washington.  (AP)
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Pence faced with negative reactions to Trump’s
Jerusalem move ahead of planned Middle East trip
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U 

S President Donald 
Trump’s announce-
ment to recognise Je-
rusalem as the capital 
of Israel and relocate 
the US Embassy to 

the city came as a surprise to many 
in the international community. It 
need not have been as surprising as 
it was.

It was an election pledge and 
if we have learnt anything about 
Trump since he became president it 
is that he has shown a clear appetite 
to implement his election promises.

However, the issue of Jerusalem 
is no ordinary pledge. Trump has 
gone where no US president has 
dared to go since 1995. For more 
than 20 years, US presidents de-
ferred recognition of Jerusalem due 
to the toxicity and polemic-generat-
ing nature of Jerusalem.

When one looks at the world’s 
great cities from London to Tokyo, 
from Paris to New York or the great 
cities of antiquity, such as Athens 
and Rome, no other place in the 
world generates as much hearty 
emotion, rage, anger, love and 
interest as Jerusalem.

Putting the political repercus-
sions aside, Trump’s announce-
ment is almost meaningless under 
international law. Trump and US 
policy (with a handful of other 

countries in the mix) are lone 
wolves within the landscape of 

international law.

Two years after the United Na-
tions was formed, Resolution 181 
was passed calling for Jerusalem to 
be a corpus separatum. Shrouded in 
mystic Latinity, this status recog-
nised Jerusalem as a unique place 
— so unique that, almost like the 
Vatican, the usual machinery of a 
nation-state would not apply to it.

When Israel became a full UN 
member on May 11, 1949, the posi-
tion of other member-states was 
that Jerusalem cannot be regarded 
Israel’s capital. Interestingly, the 
first notable actions of recognition 
came from the United Kingdom and 
Pakistan, which recognised East 
Jerusalem as the Palestinian capital.

Following the 1967 war, which 
resulted in Israel’s de facto control 
over Jerusalem, there were growing 
calls within Israel to pass legisla-
tion to recognise Jerusalem as its 
capital. Eventually, Israel’s Knes-
set passed legislation declaring a 
“complete and united” Jerusalem as 
its capital in July 1980. This law was 
declared null and void by the UN 
Security Council through Resolu-
tion 478. The Security Council 
has passed six resolutions on this 
issue that affirm that a “complete 
and united” Jerusalem cannot be 
regarded as the capital of Israel. 
The Security Council’s resolutions 
are legally binding on international 
matters.

The UN General Assembly, 
through Resolution 63/30 of 2009, 

stated that “any actions taken by 
Israel, the occupying Power, to 
impose its laws, jurisdiction and 
administration on the Holy City of 
Jerusalem are illegal and therefore 
null and void and have no validity 
whatsoever, and calls upon Israel to 
cease all such illegal and unilateral 
measures.”

General Assembly Resolution 
66/18 was passed in 2012 affirming 
the continued validity of Resolution 
63/30.

The International Court of Justice 
in its 2004 advisory opinion on the 
“Legal Consequences of the Con-
struction of a Wall in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory” described 
East Jerusalem as “occupied Pales-
tinian territory.”

This would mean that Trump’s 
announcement, which makes no 
distinction between West and East 
Jerusalem, is not compatible with 
the opinion of the world’s most 
authoritative court.

Trump asserts that his announce-
ment is merely reflective of the real-
ity on the ground. That may be but 
the reality on the ground does not 
obtain legal validity if that reality 
itself is a consequence of unlaw-
ful imposition as declared by the 
United Nations and International 
Court of Justice. It also runs counter 
to most countries’ practice of locat-
ing their embassies in Tel Aviv.

Trump’s announcement panders 
to an internal American audience at 

the cost of the peace process. There 
are many facets to it, including the 
situation in Gaza as well as other 
settlements. Jerusalem, however, 
will be the largest obstacle. The in-
ternational community recognises 
a two-state solution with Jerusalem 
as being an integral component of 
both states. The main problem is 
that, within Israel, there is no politi-
cal appetite to give up any part of 
Jerusalem.

A poll by the Jerusalem Centre 
for Public Affairs conducted in 2012 
indicated that 78% of Jewish voters 
asked said that they would recon-
sider voting for any politician if that 
person wanted to relinquish Israel’s 
control over the Old City and East 
Jerusalem.

Israeli politicians are fully aware 
of public opinion. The position 
within Israel today is no different 
than in 1995 when Yitzhak Rabin is 
famously said to have told school-
children that “if they told us peace 
is the price of giving up a united 
Jerusalem under Israeli sovereignty, 
my reply would be ‘let’s do without 
peace’.”

This position is not uniquely 
Israeli. Jerusalem’s splendour and 
aura are such that empires, rulers, 
knights, kings and generals as 
well as administrations across the 
best part of a thousand years have 
viewed peace as an inferior prize if 
it meant losing control over any part 
of Jerusalem.

Trump’s decision on Jerusalem is meaningless under international law
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