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GHAITH AL-OMARI

or the last seven decades, the

Israeli-Palestinian conflict has been

a central defining feature of the
Middle Eastern geostrategic landscape.
In recent years, resolving this conflict
through a negotiated two-state solution
has become a matter of global and regional
consensus and the subject of numerous
initiatives. Changing realities between
and within Palestine and Israel and the
transformations facing the region at large
have raised questions as to the feasibility of
reaching such a permanent solution.

The question of whether negotiations can
resolve the conflict and create an inde-
pendent Palestinian state has led some to
indifference and others to renewed zeal.
Ironically, as some regional forces appear
to be drifting toward distancing them-

B The Arab-Israeli Conflict

selves from the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
several European governments are deep-
ening their engagement on the issue with
a more critical stance toward Israel.

Both approaches—indifference and en-
gagement—could precipitate a dramatic
shift from the status quo. Actions such as
UN Security Council (UNSC) recognition
of Palestinian statehood, Israeli annexa-
tion of West Bank territory, or the collapse
of the Palestinian Authority (PA) could
lead the conflict into a new phase with
potentially profound diplomatic and po-
litical consequences. A series of resultant
events could dislodge the presumed U.S.
mediating role, create a new arena of vio-
lent conflict in a region already in turmoil,
and lock Israelis and Palestinians into an-
other round of sustained violence which
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would exact large economic, political, and
human tolls.

PROSPECTS FOR ISRAELI-
PALESTINIAN PEACE

Currently, the prospects for a resolution to
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict seem slim.
While still desiring a two-state solution,
Israeli public opinion has largely aban-
doned the hope of reaching a permanent
peace agreement. Israelis widely believe
there is no partner on the Palestinian side
with the political
will or muscle to
negotiate a peace
agreement. The
Israeli national
security establish-
ment’'s  priorities
program, ongoing
regional changes,
and terrorism. The
lack of prospects
for peace, along
with the govern-

Arvab uncertainty

about U.S. leadership,
intentions, and
dependability casts its
are Iran's nuclear - shgdow on the prospects
for robust regional support cession
for pursuing Israeli-
Palestinian peace.

ner. And Palestinian politics are paralyzed.
A deep divide remains between Hamas,
which has ruled Gaza since violently tak-
ing it overin 2007, and Fatah, which dom-
inates the Palestine Liberation Organiza-
tion (PLO) and the Palestinian Authority
(PA) West Bank government. Successive
attempts to recreate national unity have
collapsed in all but name. Hamas and Fa-
tah each face a crisis of legitimacy due to
their lack of a credible national vision to
establish an independent state, percep-
tions of their cor-
ruption and poor
governance, and
restrictions on
public freedoms.
For Fatah—and by
extension the PLO
and the PA—the
question of suc-
looms
large and largely
unanswered. In
the meantime, the

Palestinian arena

ment’s right-lean-

ing world view, has placed Israel at odds
with much of the international commu-
nity. That includes close allies such as
the United States and much of Europe. A
combination of all these factors has cre-
ated a sense of defensiveness and uncer-
tainty, hardening Israeli positions.

The Palestinian arena is no less compli-
cated. In a striking mirror image of Israeli
public opinion, most Palestinians desire a
two-state solution but see it as unachiev-
able because of the lack of an Israeli part-

is becoming again
the theater for regional proxy power play,
as seen in last summer’s Gaza war.

Regionally, the Palestinian issue appears
much less pressing. The Arab world is pre-
occupied with other regional priorities:
Iran’s nuclear program and wider regional
role; the fallout of the Arab uprisings in
Egypt, Syria, Irag, Yemen, and elsewhere;
and the Islamic State group (ISG) and vio-
lent extremism. Additionally, Arab uncer-
tainty about U.S. leadership, intentions,
and dependability casts its shadow on the
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prospects for robust regional support for pursuing Israeli-Palestinian peace. Com-
mon threats facing Arab states and Israel have intensified their already-existing yet
unacknowledged security relations. But these relations have been unable to cross
over to diplomacy and other forms of overt cooperation due to the lack of progress
on the peace process.

After two costly failed attempts at peacemaking during the Barack Obama admin-
istration, the United States seems reluctant to try again. Even if the administration
were inclined to reengage or reassess its policy, as President Obama has indicated
following Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s election eve dismissal of a Pales-
tinian state, it will have to contend with more immediate regional priorities. Nego-
tiations regarding Iran’s nuclear program continue to create domestic and interna-
tional challenges. In the meantime, building and maintaining a broad international
coalition for the campaign in Iraq and Syria against the ISG demands significant
attention.

All these factors—from the Palestinian side, the Israeli side, the region, and the
United States—combine to make successful negotiations unlikely in the short
term. The continuation of the status quo seems to be the most likely scenario go-
ing forward, even as many international leaders suggest that the status quo is un-
sustainable—or at least potentially disruptive.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PALESTINE

The continuation of the status quo raises challenges for Israel, the Palestinians,
and the region. These challenges are perhaps most severe for the Palestinians by
virtue of the transitional nature of the PA and the Palestinians’ lack of sovereignty.
For the Palestinians, the continuation of the status quo means the continuation of
the occupation, with all its attendant social, material, and political hardships.

Diplomatic Crisis

The lack of progress toward ending the occupation has put tremendous strain on
Palestinian political and governance institutions. The PLO, the PA, and Fatah have
invested all their credibility in the quest to reach a negotiated two-state solution.
With that prospect receding, the leadership finds itself directionless and unable to
present a vision around which Palestinians can rally.

The PLO leadership has sought to divert some of the pressure through a series

of diplomatic steps such as joining international treaties and UN agencies, seek-
ing bilateral recognition from states, and resorting to the UNSC to recognize Pal-
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estinian statehood. While such steps are
popular and have temporarily buttressed
the PA’'s domestic standing, this approach
presents significant risks. Most important,
this approach cannot produce concrete
changes in the reality on the ground. It
cannot deliver economic breakthroughs
that would mollify the Palestinian public
by improving people’s day-to-day lives.
Instead, for this approach to continue
generating traction, it must assume an
escalatory dynamic: after each step that
fails to change reality, the PA will have to
take a more severe measure to grab its
public’s imagination. This presents two
problems. First, there is a finite number
of measures at the Palestinians’ disposal.
Indeed, once the Palestinians have joined
the International Criminal Court (ICC),
there remain few if any further meaning-
ful diplomatic steps that they can take.
Second, as the Palestinian steps increase
in severity, so would the Israeli and po-
tentially U.S. reaction. In response to Pal-
estine joining the ICC, Israel has withheld
transfer of tax revenues to the PA. Steps
are under way in the U.S. Congress to de-
fund the PA as well.

National Disunity

Other factors beyond the PA-Hamas rift
exacerbate the strain on the Palestinians:
the lack of progress on Gaza reconstruc-
tion and Palestinian governing institu-
tions’ inability to build legitimacy based
on good governance and representative
politics.

Ending the division between Palestinian
factions has consistently topped the do-

mestic priorities of the Palestinian public.
The June 2014 Palestinian “government
of national consensus” is the latest in a
string of failed reconciliation initiatives.
Reconciliation is complicated by both the
ongoing struggle between the Muslim
Brotherhood and key Arab governments,
particularly Egypt, and the “Quartet con-
ditions” which would automatically iso-
late any government in which Hamas
takes part. Internal factors, including the
sets of vested interests that Hamas and
Fatah have developed in their respective
areas of control and tensions within Fatah
itself between its national leadership and
its Gaza base, further complicate recon-
ciliation.

A unity government is only one—and
the easiest—component of Palestinian
national reconciliation. Previous recon-
ciliation attempts have failed to find sat-
isfactory solutions for the wide gap in ide-
ology between the two sides. A proposed
“leadership framework,” which will have
an advisory capacity to the PLO without
actually being part of the organization,
will deal with the immediate challenge
posed by the two parties’ irreconcilable
ideology. But as long as this question re-
mains unresolved, the ideological gap will
consistently pose challenges to decision-
making and unity.

Even if problems relating to ideology,
vested interests, and other consider-
ations could be resolved, Hamas’s unwill-
ingness to disband its military wing makes
any political reconciliation inherently un-
stable. The high degree of decisionmak-
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ing autonomy Hamas’s military wing enjoys means it will always have the option to
exert its independence vis-a-vis Hamas’s political leadership, to directly pressure
the PA in cases of political stalemate, or to reignite a conflict with Israel to com-
pletely reshuffle the deck.

Given these consider-

The hlgh degree Of ations, national disunity
decisionmaking autonomy is likely to continue. The

continued division has

Hamas’s military wing harmed  the political

. . . credibility of both Hamas
enjoys means it will always and Fatah. Opinion poll

have the option to exert show a steadily growing
. . N number of Palestinians
1Ls lndependence Vis-a- believing that the two
vis Hamas’s pOllthﬂl parties favor narrow par-

. tisan interests over na-
leadershlp. tional ones. This comes

on top of already shaky
credibility of both groups due to systemic repression of political dissent and the
corruption and bad governance that have marred their rule in their respective
territories.

Bad Governance

In the West Bank, governance reforms instituted under former Prime Minister
Salam Fayyad have gradually eroded. President Mahmoud Abbas stifles criticism
of him or his policies not only when it originates from Hamas but also from Fatah
members or independents. Abbas’s term expired in 2009, and no potential suc-
cessors have emerged. Fatah suffers from internal factional tensions and has been
unable to hold internal elections originally scheduled for 2014.

Hamas’s credibility in Gaza has not fared much better. Hamas initially was success-
ful when it blamed economic hardships on the Israeli blockade and the isolation
resulting from the Quartet’s conditions. But that effort was unsustainable. Corrup-
tion and bad governance, brutal responses to any dissent, three devastating wars
with Israel, and regional isolation due to Hamas’s deep affiliation with the Muslim
Brotherhood have undermined its legitimacy and credibility. Hamas also cannot
claim to be representative on the basis of its victory in the 2006 legislative elec-
tion, because the Palestinian Legislative Council’s term expired in 2010.
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In both the West Bank and Gaza, prospects
for parliamentary or presidential elections
are slim. As a result, the Palestinians have
no avenues for rejuvenating their politi-
cal structures. While Hamas’s control over
Gaza and Fatah’s over the West Bank are
not in immediate danger, the trend of di-
minishing legitimacy weakens Palestinian
political and governing institutions and
creates fragility and volatility.

PA Collapse?

This confluence of diplomatic and domes-
tic crises has a profound impact on the
Palestinian leadership. For the national-
secular leadership, namely the PA and the
PLO, this manifests itself in a narrowing
margin of maneuverability when it comes
to decisionmaking and in overall height-
ened fragility.

Due to its credibility deficit among the
Palestinians, the Palestinian leadership
is ill-equipped to make major decisions
that are unpopular. This immediately pre-
cludes its ability to make the necessary
concessions to reach a peace deal. In-
stead, it will be under constant pressure
to make decisions that placate the public.
The most obvious are symbolic moves
such as the ones taken in the United Na-
tions and other international organiza-
tions. Parallel to that, the PA will be under
constant pressure to stop unpopular poli-
cies, most notably security cooperation
with Israel. Severing security cooperation
with Israel will have grave repercussions.
Accordingly, senior Palestinian decision-
makers are not eager to take such a step.
However, following the decisions by vari-

ous PLO bodies to that effect, pressure
will only build on the PA. Absent politi-
cal strength to withstand such pressure,
a moment could come when the PA will
have to stop security cooperation.

The erosion of the PA’s legitimacy, along
with the increasingly crisis-laden con-
frontational trajectory its relations with
Israel seem to be following, creates fragil-
ity when it comes to the PA’s very future.
The current situation is characterized by
internal West Bank tensions. On the one
hand are significant Palestinian, Israeli,
and international interests invested in
the PA’s survival. On the other is a Pales-
tinian public that increasingly sees the
PA as irrelevant beyond its role in paying
salaries. While this points to the likelihood
of continued PA survival, it is increasingly
ill-equipped to handle severe crises such
as prolonged inability to pay salaries or a
leadership vacuum. Collapse would not
only affect the PA, but also Fatah and the
PLO, both of which are so thoroughly iden-
tified with the PA that their survival in case
of the latter’s collapse is far from certain.

While Hamas is faring slightly better, it
would struggle to pick up the pieces after
a PA or PLO collapse. Its failed governance
of Gaza has significantly eroded its cred-
ibility among Palestinians. It is seen to
share the blame equally with Fatah for the
lack of unity. It is also beset with ongoing
internal tensions. In the foreseeable fu-
ture, the regional dynamics are extremely
hostile to Hamas on a number of levels.
Even if the PA collapses in the West Bank,
Hamas would be unlikely to fill the vacu-
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um due to Israeli security activities and Jordan’s lack of interest in seeing a Hamas
stronghold on its immediate borders.

IMPLICATIONS FOR ISRAEL

For Israel, the status quo raises a number of questions. Most fundamentally, the ques-
tion is whether Israel can maintain its Jewish and democratic nature without a two-
state solution. Demographers on opposing sides of the debate hotly contest trends,
data, and analysis in defense of their positions. In political terms, however, this ques-
tion has become the center of the debate about the two-state solution, invoked not
only by Israeli commentators but also by world leaders.

The continuation of the

If Israel’s current trajectory

status quo raises the risk

Continues} Eu"/ope will of isolation for Israel. This
. . L. isolation stems from three
lntenSlﬁ/ recent pOZlCleS, factors. The first relates to
lncludlng votes at the relations with the Palestin-

ians. There is the percep-
Unlted N&ltions, aimed tion, which varies among

world capitals, that Israel is

Olt Challengmg IS?’OZell fully or partially responsible
diploma(jy and ”/npos”/lg a for the failure to reach a

two-state solution as a re-

cost on Israel’s settlement sult of its negotiation posi-

po lle tior?s., behavior, and ongoing

policies such as settlement

activity. The second relates

to nuclear negotiations with Iran. Israel’s positions and rhetoric, while in keeping with

sentiment in many regional capitals, is at odds with the approach of both the United

States and Europe. Third, statements by senior Israeli officials, including Prime Minis-

ter Netanyahu, regarding Israel’s Arab minority do not correspond to many Western
nations’ concept of democratic values.

If Israel’s current trajectory continues, Europe will intensify recent policies, including
votes at the United Nations, aimed at challenging Israeli diplomacy and imposing a
cost on Israel’s settlement policy. The December 2014 French effort to draft a UNSC
resolution laying out parameters of a permanent status agreement is an example of
such measures.
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Tensions have also surfaced with the Unit-
ed States. While both the United States
and Israel take pains to stress that these
tensions do not touch the fundamentals
of their relationship, continued tensions
are bound to harm Israel. The political
tensions and divergent policies regard-
ing the conflict have brought into ques-
tion the United
States’ willingness
to continue auto-

matically shield-
ing Israel in the
United  Nations

and other interna-
tional arenas.

While in the short
term the challenges to Israel’s interna-
tional relations do not threaten the fun-
damentals of its ties with longstanding al-
liesin Europe and the United States, these
challenges can usher in a new dynamic
that would have a long-term impact on
Israel’s interests. It must be noted, how-
ever, that shifts in Israel’s international
relations are a response not only to Israel
policies but also to political changes in
key world capitals.

More immediately, the continuation of
the status quo raises a number of secu-
rity threats for Israel. The situation in Gaza
remains volatile. The pattern of cyclical
eruption of conflict will likely continue
without a fundamental change in rela-
tions with the Palestinians.

While violence in the West Bank has so
far been prevented, the situation remains

Without credible
progress toward ending
the occupation, the PA’s unmanageable inci-
ability to resist public
pressure will diminish.

fragile. Key Palestinian institutions and
leaders question the PA’s commitment
to security cooperation with Israel. Even
if elites’ commitment remains, a frus-
trated Palestinian public has increasingly
criticized security cooperation. Without
credible progress toward ending the oc-
cupation, the PA’s ability to resist public
pressure will diminish.
This increased tension
creates volatility. Unpre-
dictable and therefore

dents could trigger new
explosions of violence.
In an extreme scenario,
developments
could trigger the col-

these

lapse of the PA, creating a political and se-
curity vacuum that is likely to draw Israel
back more intensively into the West Bank.

REGIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL
IMPLICATIONS

For the regional and international order,
the continuation of the conflict is a con-
stant source of strain. The bulk of the dis-
ruption from recent eruptions of violence,
whether the second intifada or the three
wars in Gaza, has been largely contained
within the Israeli-Palestinian arena. But
the continuation of the conflict demands
constant management and expenditure
of resources.

The conflict will continue to demand dip-
lomatic engagement. The Palestinian ap-
proach to the UNSC in late 2014 after the
collapse of the U.S.-led negotiations effort
is an example of this dynamic. Valuable
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diplomatic time and capital were spent in managing the process, distracting from
other regional priorities, and inevitably creating tensions among various members
of the UNSC. Additionally, as long as the conflict continues, the prospect of in-
tegrating Israel into the region—an outcome that is desired by both Israel and
many Arab governments—is minimal. The burden is often higher on regional play-
ers, particularly Egypt and Jordan. The conflict’s potential to mobilize Arab publics,
while recently diminished, can never be fully discounted because of the issue's
symbolic resonance.

Finally, the conflict adds another set of unpredictable variables to an already com-
plex region. In the worst-case scenario, collapse of the PA could have far-reaching
regional implications.

OPTIONS
Despite the risks inherent in an unstable Israeli-Palestinian front, there are few ob-
vious options for moving forward.

Negotiations, which in the past could have introduced a measure of stability, are
not a viable option for the foreseeable future. After successive failures, negotia-
tions as a tool for ending the conflict have lost public credibility. Israelis and Pal-
estinians both will be skeptical of renewed negotiations. Indeed, Palestinians will
view them with hostility. Backchannel negotiations, which would avoid some of the
political complexities of public negotiations, will still have to contend with lack of
trust among Palestinian leaders, significant substantive gaps on the most sensitive
issues, and a region and a world that are too preoccupied elsewhere.

The UN-focused strategy upon which the Palestinians have embarked has inher-
ent limitations. Any measures that require action by the UNSC or the full UN mem-
bership must win the support of at least 9 of the Council's 15 members. It must
also be acceptable to the United States, which has the power to veto UNSC resolu-
tions. In response to statements made by Prime Minister Netanyahu in his 2015
reelection campaign, the United States even signaled willingness to depart from
its traditional automatic veto in support of Israel. This however is unlikely to extend
to allowing the admission of Palestine to the United Nations as a full member. If
indeed there is a change to UNSC voting patterns, it will likely be in relation to reso-
lutions concerning settlements.

The Palestinians might choose to force a U.S. veto. Such a decision would not only

add strain on U.S.-Palestinian relations, but it would also disturb delicate U.S.-Arab
cooperation regarding myriad regional issues. Such a scenario is not favored by
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the United States or key Arab partners,
who will likely try to dissuade the Pal-
estinians from such a showdown. The
Palestinians have an almost automatic
majority in the United Nations General
Assembly (UNGA), but the powers of the
UNGA are limited, and arguably were
exhausted when Palestine attained the
status of non-member observer state at
the United Nations in 2011.

The United States may opt to announce
its own parameters for the contours of
a permanent Israeli-Palestinian peace
deal, either unilaterally or through its
own UNSC resolution. Proponents of this
approach argue that such parameters
could politically reignite debate within
the Palestinian and Israeli societies about
peace. It also could be a diplomatic stroke
to bring clarity to the concept of a two-
state solution and renewed energy to in-
ternational and regional efforts. Such an
approach, however, requires the United
States to rally sufficient international sup-
port for the substance of such parameters
before they are announced. This will be a
complicated process given the sensitivity
of some of the issues at stake, including
the fate of Jerusalem and Palestinian refu-
gees and the issue of the Jewish nature
of Israel. Realistic parameters that garner
the requisite international support—in-
cluding the essential support of Arab and
Muslim nations—would be extremely dif-
ficult to draft. Additionally, there is little
appetite in the region to expend political
capital in support of a controversial U.S.
initiative. There is great anxiety among
traditional U.S. allies in the Arab world

about the United States’ negotiations with
Iran and other regional issues. Without al-
laying these fears, it will be difficult for the
United States to put together the requi-
site regional alliance.

The United States willneed to make it clear
to the Israelis and Palestinians—both of
whom have grown used to ignoring the
United States without much cost—that
outright rejection of these ideas would
trigger meaningful consequences. Failure
to communicate this clearly and credibly
could produce a stillborn initiative that
would further diminish U.S. standing in
the region. Rather than enshrining the pa-
rameters of a two state-solution, a failed
effort might push the parties and their
supporters toward adopting even more
uncompromising public postures and in
doing so further erode the beleaguered
two-state solution.

Absent immediate realistic options for a
conflict-ending initiative, there are some
steps that can be taken on the ground
to deescalate. Measures such as regular
transfers of tax revenues collected by Isra-
el on behalf of the PA, increased Palestin-
ian access to construction and economic
activities in Area “C,” and other economic
measures can be undertaken, especially
if there is a concerted international push.
These measures are no replacement for
a political solution and cannot in them-
selves resolve the conflict. They can, how-
ever, temporarily release some of the ten-
sion on the ground and deescalate for a
time until more auspicious diplomatic and
political circumstances are in place.
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Regardless of movement on the diplomatic track, action can also be taken to resume
the reform efforts in the PA. In addition to the prospect of better services for the Pal-
estinian public, dealing with issues of PA corruption, inefficiency, and bad governance
can bring about an increased measure of legitimacy and stability to the institution.

CONCLUSION

Israeli-Palestinian dynamics are at one of their worst phases in recent memory. Bilat-
eral issues, internal factors in both polities, a complex regional reality, and challenges
facing U.S. policy and leadership dim the prospect of a conflict-ending, two-state
solution. These factors have unleashed a pattern of rapidly intensifying political and
diplomatic confrontations, and the situation on the ground is deteriorating. These
trends can have negative implications for the Palestinians and Israelis and can have
ripple effects in the region and beyond. Until a meaningful resumption of the peace
process becomes possible, steps can be taken to manage the conflict. But even such
measures cannot eliminate the potential for a strategic shift in prevailing dynamics
which undermines the regional and global consensus that has promoted a negoti-
ated settlement for more than three decades—a shift that could be disastrously de-
stabilizing for the Israelis, the Palestinians, and the region. ll
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