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f US President Donald Trump 
wanted to wash his hands 
clean of Israeli-Palestinian 
peacemaking, his Jerusalem 
decision seems to have done 
the trick.

The Palestinian Central 
Council, the second-highest deci-
sion-making body in the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation (PLO), de-
clared that the US administration 
“has lost its eligibility to function 
as a mediator and sponsor of the 
peace process.” The council called 
on the PLO Executive Committee, 
the body with the power to imple-
ment policy decisions, to “work 
to reverse” the Trump administra-
tion’s declaration of Jerusalem 
as Israel’s capital and find “other 
international pathways” to spon-
sor the Palestinian cause.

While the Executive Committee 
is unlikely to act on the Central 
Council’s more ambitious recom-
mendations, such as the wholesale 
suspension of the Oslo Accords, it 
does seem to be considering other 
avenues for mediation.

In a speech before the Central 
Council, Palestinian Author-
ity President Mahmoud Abbas 
explained that the Palestinians 
“would be open to a similar ne-
gotiations format to the P5+1 and 
Iran nuclear negotiations.”

Could a P5+1 arrangement work 
for the Israeli-Palestinian impasse?

The P5+1 refers to the UN Se-
curity Council’s five permanent 
members — the United States, the 
United Kingdom, France, Rus-
sia and China — plus Germany. 

In 2015, those six powers struck 
an agreement with Iran in which 
Tehran would dismantle much of 
its nuclear programme and grant 
international inspectors access to 
sensitive sites in exchange for the 
lifting of US, EU and UN sanctions.

Multiparty mediation can find 
success in certain contexts, as it 
did with Iran. The P5+1 countries 
shared an interest in rolling back 
Iran’s nuclear programme and 
were willing to exert significant 
leverage to do so.

The United States, hoping to 
seize a perceived opening with 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani, 
proved willing to ease foreign pol-
icy priorities in Syria and Ukraine 
to ensure Russia’s cooperation.

Russia saw preventing the emer-
gence of a nuclear power near its 
borders as a vital security interest. 
China, the United Kingdom, Ger-
many and France found the appeal 
of a new trade and energy partner 
hard to resist. Iran, under pres-
sure from economic sanctions, felt 
compelled to participate to avoid 
a domestic political crisis and re-
engage in the global economy.

Shared interests, coupled with 
the tailored application of lever-
age, drove cooperation.

Such a confluence of interests 
does not exist regarding Israel 
and the Palestinian territories. 
To begin, it is unlikely the Trump 
administration would allow the 
multi-lateralisation of a process it 
promised would lead to the “deal 
of the century.” Rather, it would 
view overtures from the likes of 

France and Russia as attempts 
to sideline the United States in 
matters of international peace and 
security.

Nor is there evidence the other 
P5+1 countries would agree to par-
ticipate in a multiparty mediation 
process on Israel and the Palestine 
territories. The parties simply 
do not share enough interest to 
resolve an issue that falls towards 
the bottom of their foreign policy 
priorities.

The wars in Syria, Libya and 
Yemen, the migration crisis and 
counterterrorism in Africa’s Sahel 
region pose far greater challenges 
to the P5+1 with deeper implica-
tions for Middle East security.

Against this backdrop, the 
Israeli-Palestinian status quo 
might be seen as a source of rela-
tive regional stability.

Of course, the Palestinians can-
not be blamed for seeking alterna-
tives to what they perceive to be 
unjust mediation. The US-backed 
process has wrought decades of 
tangible pressure on the Palestin-
ians, forcing their hand on key 
issues such as settlement con-
struction and water rights. The 
Trump administration’s decision 
to cut funding to the UN Relief 
and Works Agency for Palestine 
Refugees until the Palestinians 
return to the negotiating table was 
perhaps the icing on the cake.

Israel, on the other hand, has ex-
perienced little pressure through-
out recent years of the US-backed 
process. The status quo serves its 
interests quite well. Aside from oc-

casional pontification by US presi-
dents, Israel has proceeded with 
its settlement programme, main-
tained its strategic depth through 
a permanent military presence in 
the West Bank, appeased domestic 
right-wing groups that demand 
absolute Israeli sovereignty over 
Jerusalem and continued the pro-
cess of regional normalisation.

Absent tangible pressure, Israel 
is unlikely to change its behaviour 
and allow Palestinian sovereignty 
in the West Bank, Gaza and Jeru-
salem.

Would a change in the mediation 
arrangement lead to more tangible 
pressure on Israel? The P5+1 coun-
tries are unlikely to exert leverage 
on an issue that falls towards the 
bottom of their regional priori-
ties and on which they share little 
strategic interest.

It follows, then, that the media-
tion arrangement doesn’t really 
matter. The Palestinian leader-
ship, rather than forum shopping, 
should focus on building new 
sources of leverage. These sources 
are political, not technical. Tangi-
ble progress comes from strategic 
shifts, not methodological trouble-
shooting.

Expanding the political playing 
field would be a good start. Bring-
ing new, young and gender-diverse 
leadership into the mix will 
help rebuild trust with domestic 
constituencies and inspire new 
hope in the Palestinian cause. The 
Palestinian people remain the 
PLO’s most significant asset — and 
potential source of leverage.

Can a P5+1 arrangement work for 
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he UN Relief and 
Works Agency for Pal-
estine Refugees in the 
Near East (UNRWA) 
was established in 
1949. It supports more 
than 5 million regis-

tered Palestinian refugees who fled 
or were expelled from their homes 
during the 1948 Palestine war as 
well as those who suffered a similar 
plight during and following the 1967 
Six Day War and their descendants.

A Palestinian refugee is defined 
as any person whose “normal place 
of residence was Palestine during 
the period June 1, 1946, to May 1948 
and who lost both home and means 
of livelihood as a result of the 1948 
conflict” and descendants of fathers 
fulfilling this definition.

In 1951 UNRWA’s list of refugees 
totalled 860,000 names.

UNRWA’s highly recognisable logo 
— at least to Palestinians — adorns 
schools, hospitals and offices run 
by the organisation wherever the 
refugees live. This is mainly in the 
West Bank, Gaza, Jordan, Syria and 
Lebanon. UNRWA is funded almost 
entirely by voluntary contributions 
from UN members.

The agency has faced a shortfall 
in its funding for many years. In 
2014 its expenditure was $675 mil-
lion but its cash deficit stood at $65 
million. Funding is generally not 
keeping pace with increased refugee 
needs and uptake of services.

UNRWA has operated largely out-
side politics, focusing on providing 
services to those Palestinians who 
are the weakest and neediest of the 
almost 13 million Palestinians. Its 
services in the besieged Gaza Strip 
and the refugee camps in Leba-
non, which have absorbed many 
Palestinians who fled the fighting in 
Syria, are particularly critical.

Israel has argued for decades that 
UNRWA’s mandate should only have 
extended to those Palestinians alive 
since their expulsion in 1948 and 
not to their descendants. This view 
has not been shared by the rest of 
the world as the United Nations 
and donors have continued to fund 
it while a solution is sought to the 
Palestine question.

This was until the US Ambassador 
to the United Nations Nikki Haley 
announced that American funding 
for UNRWA would be curtailed until 
the Palestinians “returned to the 
negotiating table with Israel.” The 
Trump administration said it would 
cut $65 million from its contribution 
to UNRWA. The agency reported 
it received more than $350 million 
from the United States in 2017.

This decision came hot on the 
heels of US recognition of Jerusalem 
as the capital of Israel. It clearly 
emboldened Israeli Prime Minister 

Binyamin Netanyahu, who said: “I 
fully agree with President [Donald] 
Trump’s strong criticism of  
UNRWA.”

Netanyahu claimed, “UNRWA is 
an organisation that perpetuates the 
problem of the Palestinian refu-
gees.”

“It also perpetuates the narra-
tive of the so-called ‘right of return’ 
with the aim of eliminating the state 
of Israel and therefore UNRWA must 
disappear,” Netanyahu said.

In other words, Netanyahu wants 
to take the issue of the refugees off 
the table.

Reaction to the US cut in UNR-
WA’s funding from other stakehold-
ers in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
was swift. Belgium and the Nether-
lands promised to make up much 
of the deficit with $23.3 million and 
$15 million, respectively.

UNRWA regularly makes appeals 
for funding.

Its most recent statement said: 
“Dramatic reduction of US funding 
will have the huge impact on the 
daily lives of millions of vulnerable 
Palestine refugees: Today more 
than ever before, Palestine refugees 
need you to stand with them and 
show solidarity.”

It went on to say: “Together, we 
must keep schools open for half a 
million children, provide food and 
cash assistance to 1.7 million im-
poverished refugees and life-saving 
medical care to millions more.”

Palestinian refugees rely heav-
ily on the services of the UNRWA, 
particularly in the Gaza Strip, which 
has been under siege for almost 11 
years. A reduction in the level of 
services would have severe conse-
quences for the refugees. Closure of 
UNRWA would be disastrous both 
in terms of the immediate effects on 
Palestinians and the future of the 
refugees.

UN General Assembly Resolu-
tion 194 was very clear about what 
should happen to them when it 
stated “refugees wishing to return 
to their homes and live at peace 
with their neighbours should be 
permitted to do so at the earliest 
practicable date and that compensa-
tion should be paid for the property 
of those choosing not to return and 
for loss of or damage to property 
which, under principles of inter-
national law or equity, should be 
made good by the governments or 
authorities responsible.”

If Israel and the United States 
want to end the mandate of the 
UNRWA, then Resolution 194 must 
be implemented in full. Until then 
and while they remain so, refugees 
are entitled to having the protection 
and support the agency provides 
and for which the world has and 
must continue to pay.

UNRWA’s mandate ends only
after return of Palestinian refugees
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Heavy blow. Palestinian refugees collect aid parcels at a UN food 
distribution centre in Rafah, on January 21.                                      (AFP)
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