Background
The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has pitted two peoples – Jews and Palestinian Arabs – against each other within the larger conflicts between Israel and its neighboring Arab states. The conflict is a struggle for land, existence, security, justice and acceptance – by both peoples. How can Israeli sovereignty and security be reconciled with the national aspirations and needs of the Palestinian people?

Most, including most Israelis now, believe that a Palestinian state is inevitable. But how can a stable, democratic and responsible Palestinian state be created that will ensure Israel’s security? Although finding a Palestinian homeland will not guarantee Middle East stability, an unresolved Palestinian problem continues to exacerbate regional instability and has been a constant source of anti-Israeli sentiment in the region and increasingly has become a source of anti-Americanism in much of the Middle East.

In July 2000, the Oslo peace process seemed on the verge of success. Palestinian Authority (PA) Chairman Yasser Arafat and Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak met with President Bill Clinton at Camp David. Arafat did not want to attend the meeting but was assured by Clinton that even if no agreement was reached, he would make sure Arafat was not blamed. Barak offered what many Israelis believe was the best offer possible. Israel claims that it was willing to give 97% of the land it occupied after 1967 to the Palestinians for an independent state. Some American analysts (including some who were at Camp David) claim that the amount was closer to 90%. But it was clear that Barak was prepared to go farther than had been expected. But, he also presented the offer more as an ultimatum – take it or leave it.

In addition, it was proposed that a number of Palestinian refugees might be able to return to their homes under a family reunification act; and an independent Palestinian state would be recognized by Israel, albeit one that was essentially demilitarized. Regarding the status of Jerusalem, Israel was less flexible and some outstanding issues remained. Palestinians claim that the offer was less than met the eye. Their major complaint was that Israel wanted to dictate the final settlement to the Palestinians. Israelis complained that Arafat never gave a counter- offer. Both leaders came to the summit from very weak positions at home. Arafat had little room for compromise while Barak felt he needed to make a major dramatic gesture, an all-or-nothing throw of the dice in order to change the dynamics back in Israel, and re-gain his eroding support by delivering a dramatic peace to his people. Because the summit ended without agreement, Barak asked Clinton to help him with the Israeli public. The American president made a few comments that implied the blame lay with Arafat not Barak, making it appear to most Palestinians that Arafat was being punished and that Clinton went back on his promise to protect Arafat from any blame. Most Israelis began to feel that the Palestinians were not interested in peace, no matter how many concessions Israel made.

A few months after the breakdown of the Camp David meetings, violence was sparked by a visit to the sacred religious site of the Temple Mount (known as al-Haram al-Sharif to Muslims) by Ariel Sharon. Palestinians demonstrated against the visit, which many thought was an attempt by Sharon and right-wing Israelis to stake a claim to this holy site. The demonstrators and police clashed and four Palestinians were killed. Since then, waves of violence, including the use of terror and suicide bombings by Palestinians and Israeli military incursions into Palestinian cities and homes have greatly escalated. There have been more Israeli victims of terror in the past two years than during any other point in the history of Israel. At the same time, far more Palestinians have lost their lives. And, the vast majority of victims remain the young and the defenseless. While some Israeli soldiers have lost their lives and many Palestinian bombers or members of radical and terror groups have been killed, most of those killed have been innocent civilians, on both sides of the conflict.

History of the Conflict
In many ways, the conflict existed before Israel’s existence and before the establishment of most Arab states. At the end of the 19th century, Arabs and Jews coexisted in the lands of Palestine under the rule of the Ottoman Empire. By the end of the century, however, as a result of pogroms in Russian and Eastern Europe and some forms of persecution in Western Europe, Jews began to emigrate in increasing numbers. While the majority of migrant Jews went to America, increasing numbers came to Palestine with the hope of creating a Jewish homeland. This movement, known as Zionism, gained increasing support from Jews around the world. Still, by 1917, the number of Jews in Palestine was less than 10% of the overall population.

British policy, in particular, during World War I helped create the conditions for conflict between Jews and Arabs in Palestine and in most of the Middle East. During the war, Great Britain pursued a policy of urging open revolt by the Arabs against the Ottomans (allied with Germany and Austria) who ruled most of the Middle East, in return for British support of Arab independence. At the same time, to gain greater Jewish support for the allied war effort as well as leverage American Jewish pressure to get the United States to enter the war, Britain issued the Balfour Declaration which was a pledge to support a national homeland for Jews in Palestine.

After the war, the newly formed League of Nations determined that the peoples of the former lands of the Ottoman Empire were not ready yet for independence so the League gave Britain and France mandates to govern these territories until such time as independence was possible. During the time of the British mandate over Palestine, Jewish immigration increased dramatically, particularly after Adolf Hitler’s rise to power in Germany. As more Jews came, often desperate to escape the Nazi killing machine and unwelcome in most other countries of the world, including, by this time, the United States, Arab discontent erupted into violence and open revolt.

After World War II, Britain decided to relinquish its mandate and turned Palestine over to the newly-formed United Nations. The United Nations, after studying the situation in Palestine, decided to establish an independent Arab state and an independent Jewish state. Jews accepted the plan but the Arabs did not. They argued that the Jews were a minority in Palestine and that the plan left many Arabs within the Jewish state but almost no Jews in the Arab state, which was inequitable. Fighting broke out immediately, and escalated into the first war between Israel and Arab states. After the fighting ended, the new state of Israel held 30 percent more territory than designated by the UN plan. More than 700,000 Palestinian Arabs had fled or were driven from the land Israel now controlled. Most ended up in Lebanon, Jordan, the Gaza Strip (controlled by Egypt) or the West Bank (controlled by Jordan).

In 1967, the ongoing tension between Israel and its Arab neighbors broke out into full-scale war. As a result of swift and stunning military victories, Israel occupied the Sinai Peninsula (Egyptian), the Golan Heights (Syrian), Gaza, the West Bank and East Jerusalem. Each of these territories came under military occupation. The occupation led to over 200,000 Palestinians fleeing to Jordan. War broke out once again in 1973, when Egypt and Syria surprised Israel with a daring military attack. Ultimately, the Arab armies were pushed back, but it became clear to Israel that occupying land and military superiority did not insure security from attack. The 1973 war also brought about a much more engaged American foreign policy in working to resolve the Arab- Israeli conflict. In 1977, Israeli Prime Minster Menachem Begin sought to secure the occupied territories permanently by launching a campaign to establish large numbers of Israeli settlements in the Arab lands occupied by Israel. He also responded to a peace overture from Egyptian President Anwar Sadat that led to the U.S.-brokered Camp David Accords which established peace between Israel and Egypt and returned the Sinai to Egypt.

As the occupation hardened and more Israeli settlements were established in the West Bank, and some in Gaza, Palestinians became increasingly defiant. Direct clashes between Jews and Palestinians escalated. In late 1987, Palestinian demonstrations increased dramatically and came to be called the “intifada” (Arabic for “resistance” or “shaking off”). Most of the West Bank and Gaza were in open rebellion, although mostly through demonstrations and stone-throwing;

Israeli military efforts to repress the demonstrations made the situation worse and turned international public opinion against Israel. Even Israeli domestic public opinion began to react negatively to the military response that often seemed to aim at children throwing rocks.

The cost of military occupation over the Palestinians was increasing, in terms of lives, financial resources, and damage to the Israeli psyche. Among the Palestinians, the fighting left hundreds dead. Thus, the continued military occupation of Gaza and the West Bank had become too costly for both Israelis and Palestinians. After the Gulf War, the Palestine Liberation Organization had been greatly weakened in international opinion because of its support for Iraq. On the other hand, Israel felt somewhat beholden to the United States for leading the coalition forces that expelled Iraq from Kuwait and also greatly weakened Saddam Hussein, considered by many in Israel as the greatest threat to the country’s security.

In 1991, talks convened by the United States and the Soviet Union began in Madrid. An ongoing series of bilateral talks between Israel and its neighbors was initiated as well as a regional series of multilateral negotiations that included Israel and many states in the Middle East. Eventually, as it became clear that the talks between Israel and a Palestinian delegation were producing little result, Israeli authorities began meeting in secret with PLO officials in Norway. Eventually in 1993, the Oslo Accords, based on mutual recognition, were signed by Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and PLO Chairman Yasser Arafat. In this peace agreement, Israel promised to withdraw from Gaza and the West Bank town of Jericho as the first step of a process that could lead to Palestinian control and autonomy over the occupied territories. Additionally, Israel pledged to recognize the PLO, heretofore considered a terrorist organization, and negotiate with its leader as the representative of the Palestinian people. In return, the PLO recognized Israel.

Israel would retain control over external security and would be responsible for the protection of Jewish settlers in Jericho and the rest of the West Bank. Palestinians would acquire authority over education, health, social services, taxation, and tourism in the rest of the West Bank. Eventually Palestinians would elect a Self-Government Authority and establish a police force to provide security throughout the West Bank and Gaza. Permanent status negotiations during a five-year transitional period would begin and cover issues such as Jerusalem, refugees, security arrangements, borders, settlements, and the continued withdrawal of Israeli military troops.

One of the immediate consequences of the Oslo Agreement was a peace agreement between Israel and Jordan. Thus, Israel had treaties of peace and recognition with two of its neighbors, Jordan and Egypt, which made it more secure in the region. And, in fact, Israel did withdraw from Gaza, Jericho and eventually a few other areas of the West Bank. A Palestinian Authority was established under Arafat’s leadership and it began to assume full responsibility for internal security, public order and civil affairs in most major cities. But the long-term issues were never resolved and over time each side failed to live up to some of the agreements. Israel never withdrew from many of the agreed areas. Despite responsibility for internal security, attacks on Israeli settlers in the occupied territories increased and, over time, attacks on Israeli civilians inside Israel escalated. The peace process had stalemated because of the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin and the election of Benyamin Netanyahu, who believed that many of Israel’s commitments under the Oslo Agreement were mistakes. Ultimately, the lack of progress by the Netanyahu government towards full peace led to his ouster and the election of Ehud Barak, who pledged to revive and continue the commitments made by Yitzhak Rabin in the Oslo Agreement.

By the time Barak and Arafat came together at Camp David in the summer of 2000, however, there was mutual distrust, and neither leader was sure that he had much public support at home. Arafat felt that if he compromised too much then the little support he maintained could wane and he might even be killed. Barak believed he no longer had the luxury of a long and drawn-out peace process that progressed in incremental steps. He felt that he needed to make peace as soon as possible. Arafat believed he needed to move gradually to prepare his public for any compromises regarding the Palestinian position. In addition, some analysts have argued that Israel was negotiating as though the conflict had begun in 1967 while the Palestinians were negotiating as though the conflict had begun in 1948. Thus, for Israel, refugees were not major issues, and believed that its offer to cede over 90% of the land it seized in 1967 was extremely generous. For the Palestinians, the refugee issue was central and concern for the security of the state of Israel was not. The attempt by Israel to hold onto 10% of the West Bank without dealing with the refugee issue - a central concern of Palestinians - was viewed as greedy and in violation of UN resolutions. In addition, it appeared that Israel wanted to hold on to a number of the settlements in the West Bank. Part of the reason for the Palestinian mistrust of Israeli motives lay in the fact that in the previous year under the Barak government, settlements continued to be built at an alarming rate. Barak would later claim that he supported the settlement building to prevent conservative elements in Israel from derailing the peace process; after peace he claimed that he was prepared to dismantle these new settlements, and most others. Most Palestinians did not believe this and felt that the continued settlement policy along with the “take it or leave it” posture of the Barak government was meant to get the Palestinians to simply accept a state dictated by Israel, one that would be a patchwork, apartheid-like configuration.

Key Issues
Territory - Gaza is a small enclave that abuts the Mediterranean Ocean and Egypt to the southwest. It is one of the most densely populated areas in the world, with close to 1 million people. Poverty and unemployment are rampant. The Islamic Palestinian party, Hamas, is very strong in Gaza. There are only a few Jewish settlements in Gaza and they are guarded by thousands of Israeli soldiers.

The West Bank is situated west of the Jordan River and Dead Sea, and east of most of Israel. Israel has occupied the land since its victory in 1967. It is now home to 2.1 million people, over 200,000 of whom are Jewish settlers. Of the 1.9 million Palestinians, over 500,000 are refugees, many still living in refugee camps. The economy is largely agricultural. Until the past two years, both Palestinian and Jewish residents who live in the West Bank crossed the border into Israel each day to work. Now only Jews can do so.

Israel’s population is about 6.6 million. 5.3 million are Jews and 1.3 million are Arabs and others (such as Druze). If Israel were to absorb the territories it currently occupies, its population would be about 9.7 million, with 4.2 million non-Jews.

Security - Israel says that it cannot accept Palestinian authority over the occupied territories if the security of Israeli citizens is not guaranteed. Thus, the Israeli government continues to hold Yasser Arafat and the Palestinian Authority responsible for the attacks on civilians in Israel. In addition, even if the borders of Israel were more secure, Israel does not trust the Palestinians to ensure the security of Jewish settlements. On the other hand, Palestinians do not believe that Israel will ever allow true self-determination. Even as Israel withdrew troops from some major cities in the West Bank, soldiers continued to protect Jewish settlements. In fact, most Palestinians claim that there was never any Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories, merely redeployment. For the past two years, to ensure security, the occupied territories have been under a near total “lock-down.” Palestinians, who depend on work in Israel, cannot travel there any more. Often, Palestinians cannot travel from town to town. Israeli military checkpoints are omnipresent. Military curfews are often imposed and schools shut down frequently. The economic consequences for Palestinians have been devastating. The average income of a Palestinian in the occupied territories is now 10% of that of an Israeli.

More Israeli citizens have been killed by terrorist attacks under Prime Minister Sharon’s term than under any other period of an Israeli prime minister. And, the retaliation for such attacks has usually been very strong, including the use of tanks and airpower in the West Bank and Gaza. While some of the major figures in radical Palestinian groups have been killed or captured, most of the victims have been Palestinian civilians. Israel continues to demand that the Palestinian

Authority be responsible for preventing terrorist attacks, yet the Israeli military has destroyed most of the infrastructure and capacity for Palestinians to act as a functioning government authority.

Settlements - The first settlements in the occupied territories sprang up shortly after the 1967 war, and were intended essentially as security outposts. A few religious groups set up Jewish settlements to stake a claim to what they thought were ancient biblical lands. By 1980, there were 12,000 settlers, most of whom were religious Jews who saw the land of the West Bank as the sacred biblical lands of Judea and Samaria. These settlers were encouraged to settle in the Palestinian territories by the Likud government in the late 1970s. In the 1980s, economic incentives were utilized by the government to entice new settlers to the land and the government itself was building many of the new Jewish communities in the West Bank. The number of settlers by 1990 was 76,000 and by 1995 was 146,000. Today, the figure is close to 210,000 settlers, almost all of whom are in the West Bank. Most of the settlements close to Jerusalem and Tel Aviv house Israelis who moved there because the housing was cheaper and the commutes to jobs easier. Many of those who live in more remote settlements strongly believe that Israel has a right to this land and have worked very hard to undermine any peace agreement that would cede territory to Palestinians.

Refugees and the right of return - Nearly three million Palestinians are refugees. Half a million live in the West Bank; the rest are mostly in refugee camps in Lebanon and Jordan or are spread elsewhere in the Middle East and the west as part of a large Palestinian Diaspora. Most of the refugees either lost their homes in 1948 or are the descendants of those who lived within the borders of the state of Israel. Some became refugees after the occupation of the West Bank and Gaza in 1967.

Jerusalem - In the original UN partition plan, Jerusalem was to remain under international authority because of its prime status for the religions of Judaism, Islam and Christianity. In 1948 the state of Israel controlled the western part of Jerusalem while Jordan controlled the eastern part, including the old city, home to the most important holy sites of the three religions. Israel wants to maintain sovereignty and control over all of Jerusalem while the Palestinians want sovereignty over East Jerusalem and to establish it as the capital of a Palestinian state. East Jerusalem is majority Arab but new Jewish settlements have been built to help solidify the Israeli claim to the whole city.

Incitement - Hateful language, propaganda, and images emanating from school books, the media, and from religious authorities on both sides have led to violence that has rapidly increased in the past two years. True peace and reconciliation are impossible in such an environment. A major part of the problem is that when the Oslo peace process was underway, many people in both communities saw little benefit from peace. From 1992-2000, the standard of living for the average Palestinian declined in half while Israelis saw a rise in violence during that same period.

