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omestic problems faced 
by top Palestinian, Is-
raeli and American of-
ficials are likely to add 
to the hurdles to restart 

the Middle East peace process.
Palestinian Authority President 

Mahmoud Abbas has been facing 
mounting criticism domestically 
over his security coordination with 
Israel and his intolerance to dis-
senting views in the West Bank. He 
continues to rate poorly in opinion 
polls.

A poll by the Palestinian Centre 
for Policy and Survey Research 
indicated that 70% of Palestin-
ians asked said they want Abbas to 
quit. “[Abbas] is not a charismatic 
leader. He’s seen as all talk and 
no action. His threats lack cred-
ibility and, as far as the public is 
concerned, he’s not up to the chal-
lenge,” Khalil Shikaki, the centre’s 
director, told the Financial Times.

Following the announcement 
by the United States in December 
to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital, Abbas was placed in a more 
difficult position as the Palestinian 
Authority had relied on Washing-
ton’s support to counter critics.

Nearly 83 years old and in ill 
health, Abbas has not made any 
indication of stepping down but 
there were reports that the Pal-
estinian leader planned to install 
Mahmoud al-Aloul as his vice-
president. It is likely that rivalry 
within Fatah would flare up until 
a successor to Abbas takes charge.

In a bid to agree on a “new politi-
cal programme” to counter the US 
move on Jerusalem, the Palestin-
ian National Council, which serves 
as a parliament of the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation, is to gath-
er on April 30.

Arab countries have officially 
backed Abbas’s rejection of the US 
decision on Jerusalem.

“The Arab League has already 

decided to stand against the nega-
tive consequences of the American 
dangerous and illegal decision of 
moving the US Embassy from Tel 
Aviv to Jerusalem and recognising 
the occupied city as a capital of Is-
rael,” Arab League Secretary-Gen-
eral Ahmed Aboul-Gheit said fol-
lowing a meeting of Arab foreign 
ministers in Cairo.

Abbas, however, does not enjoy 
the wholehearted support of the 
region’s leaders, some of whom 
back his rivals in Fatah and Hamas. 
With different regional priorities 
in mind, many Arab countries are 
not in the mood to challenge the 
Trump administration, whose sup-
port they seek.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu is possibly facing the 

most difficult period of his political 
career. He is struggling to fend off 
corruption investigations and may 
be forced to call early elections.

“If Netanyahu thinks the police, 
the prosecution and the attorney 
general are persecuting him, he 
should resign and do battle with 
them but as long as he remains the 
prime minister, his denunciations 
of them are illegitimate,” stated 
an editorial in Haaretz. “If no less 
a person than the prime minister 
thinks these institutions are act-
ing unfairly, what will the ordinary 
citizen think? How will he trust 
them?”

Domestic pressures appear to 
have resulted in Netanyahu mov-
ing even further to the right to 
pander to his anti-Palestinian con-
stituents and coalition partners. 
This will likely make any compro-
mise deal — if there ever were one 
on the table — more difficult.

In the United States, the Trump 
administration is embroiled in a 
number of domestic crises, the 
most serious of which is alleged il-
legal dealings with Russia.

While US President Donald 
Trump’s announcement recognis-
ing Jerusalem as Israel’s capital 
and to move the US Embassy to the 
city pleased some in his voter base, 
as well as the Israeli government, it 
was met with overwhelming inter-
national rejection.

The decision put many US offi-
cials in an embarrassing position: 
By flouting international law, the 
Trump administration found itself 
at odds with its allies in NATO and 
the European Union.

There are reports that France 
may mull pushing for an EU-led 
peace process initiative as the 
United States is no longer consid-
ered an “honest broker” by the Pal-
estinians.

“Trump wanted to separate and 
isolate the issue of Jerusalem from 
the peace process and ended up 
isolating the United States,” said 
chief Palestinian negotiator Saeb 
Erekat.

There is a possibility that the 
US president may walk away from 
seeking to secure “a deal of the 
century” between Israel and the 
Palestinians. Trump may instead 
assume that he might have more 
success in reaching a deal with 
North Korea or rival Gulf countries 
that he invited to the White House.

Additionally, the loss of top-
secret clearance by Trump’s son-
in-law and senior adviser Jared  
Kushner may hinder Kushner’s 
role in handling the portfolio of the 
Middle East peace process.

“Former US and international 
officials say that even if Kushner 
stays, his job won’t be the same,” 
reported the Associated Press.

Reaching a US-brokered deal 
between the Israelis and Palestin-
ians was never going to be easy 
but with the leadership challenges 
faced by the parties involved, any 
serious attempt to find a resolution 
is likely to be further delayed.

Apparent leadership crises add to Mideast peace hurdles
Mamoon Alabbasi

A political morass. Permanent Observer of the State of Palestine to the UN Riyad H. Mansour addresses a 
Security Council meeting on the situation in the Middle East, on January 25.                                                        (AFP)
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t has been 24 years since 
Jewish Israeli terrorist 
Baruch Goldstein killed 29 
Muslim worshipers in Alkhal-
il Hebron’s Ibrahimi mosque, 
known to Jews as Cave of the 
Patriarchs. The attack hap-

pened during dawn prayers in the 
Muslim holy month of Ramadan.

Goldstein was an immigrant 
from New York to Israel who was 
active in the extremist Kach politi-
cal movement in the nearby Israeli 
settlement of Kiryat Arba and he 
was known to Israeli intelligence. 
He was found and beaten to death 

by a crowd soon after the mas-
sacre.

Unlike attacks by Palestinians 
against Israelis, Israeli authorities 
did not demolish the home of the 
perpetrator. Rather, his grave has 
become a shrine for the Jewish 
extremists and the inscription on 
his tomb reads: “He gave his life 
for the people of Israel, its Torah 
and land.”

The city has never been the 
same since.

Following the massacre, the 
Israeli government enhanced se-
curity for settlers across occupied 
Hebron. In addition, the Ibrahimi 
mosque was divided, with Muslim 
access reduced to approximately 
40% of the site. The other 60% 
was allocated to Jewish worship-
pers, who entered the site from a  
separate entrance. The Palestin-
ians saw this as a reward for  
Israeli terrorism.

The security measures, which 
prevail to this day, saw parts of the 
city near illegal Israeli settlements 
closed to Palestinian residents.

Hebron is the largest city in the 
West Bank, which the Palestinian 
Central Bureau of Statistics said 
is home to more than 200,000 
Palestinians and some 800 il-
legal Jewish settlers, which Israel 
moved into the old quarter of the 
city after its occupation in 1967. 
The settlers are protected by an 
entire military brigade.

The Hebron Protocol, signed by 
Binyamin Netanyahu in January 
1997, during his first term as Israeli 
prime minister divided the city 
into two sections: H1, 80% of the 
city under full Palestinian control; 
H2, where four Jewish neighbour-
hoods are located under full Israeli 
control but includes 40,000  

Palestinian residents.
Since 2015, Israel has declared 

various parts of the old city 
“closed military zones,” forcing 
Palestinian shops to close. Up to 
18 military checkpoints have been 
set up around the entrance to the 
mosque and to control access to 
Palestinians and visitors to the old 
quarter.

The security arrangements 
bring continuous misery to the 
Palestinian residents who face 
daily oppression through the need 
for permits to enter their homes, 
restrictions on vehicle move-
ment causing them difficulties in 
bringing in goods and materials to 
homes and businesses.

Hebron makes a major contribu-
tion to the Palestinian economy, 
including 40% of its GDP and 
40% of its exports, the Palestine 
Economy Portal stated. Hebron 
contributes one-third of animal 
production in the West Bank. How-
ever, Israel’s repeated closures and 
restrictions on economic activity 
have restricted the city’s potential 
to lead Palestine’s economic devel-
opment and is heavily affected by 
the occupation.

Its centre has been devastated 
through the forced closure of 
businesses, including those on the 
famous Shuhada Street, the main 
thoroughfare and commercial hub 
of Hebron (next to which three of 
the four Jewish neighbourhoods 
are located). The street, which is 
closed to Palestinian traffic, looks 
like a scene from a ghost town.

Apart from the economic effects 
of the occupation of Hebron, the 
settlers make the lives of Palestin-
ians miserable and often violently 
attack them. Children in the centre 
of the city often need to be accom-

panied to school to protect them 
from settler abuse and violence. 
Rather than the Israeli military 
protecting the children, they pro-
tect the settlers.

Since the Palestinian uprising 
in 2015, the Israeli military has 
carried out several extrajudicial 
killings in Hebron, alleging poten-
tial knife attacks by Palestinians. 
This includes the Elor Azaria’s 
infamous killing of Abdul Fattah 
al-Sharif, who was lying on the 
ground heavily injured. The shoot-
ing was captured on camera and 
outraged Palestinians and their 
supporters.

Israel’s providing full protection 
and access to Jewish settlers in 
the city and designating roads as 
settler-only have brought accusa-
tions that it implements discrimi-
nating policies in the city.

The city’s future is likely to see 
further restrictions on the lives of 
Palestinians and an embodiment of 
the settlers, particularly following 
the naked bias of the US adminis-
tration in favour of Israel through 
its recent decisions that culminat-
ed in its recognition of Jerusalem 
as Israel’s capital. Israel is likely to 
reinforce its grip on the city, mak-
ing the lives of Palestinians in its 
centre so miserable that they will 
move out to escape the terror of 
the settlers and the military.

Israel may expand the presence 
of the settlers, helping to take more 
Palestinian homes and to build 
new illegal housing units as it did 
in 2017 following the  
UNESCO decision to list Hebron’s 
old city as an endangered  
Palestinian world heritage site.

The Palestinians face a battle 
with Israel not only over Jerusalem 
but also over Hebron.

Israel’s encroachment on Hebron is devastating to Palestinians

Kamel Hawwash
 is a Britain-based Palestinian 

university professor and writer.
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Worsening toll. Palestinian men walk past closed shops in the 
West Bank city of Hebron, last December.                (AFP)

With different 
regional priorities 
in mind, many Arab 
states are not in 
mood to challenge 
the Trump 
administration, 
whose support 
they seek.
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