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BELFAST-JERUSALEM CIVIL SOCIETY PARTNERSHIP
Perspectives on the Israel/Palestine Conflict
28th July 2005 

Attendees
Dominic McCullough, North Belfast Community Action Unit
Danny Lavery, LINC Resource Centre
Michael Acheson, LINC Resource Centre
Rab McCallum, North Belfast Interface Network 
Gerard O’Reilly, Intercomm
John Loughran, Intercomm
Dominic Adams, Intercomm
Niall Houston, Ligoniel Improvement Association
Conor Maskey, Intercomm
Sam Burns, North Belfast Employment Centre
Nora Quigley, WEAVE
Maria Brady, WEAVE
Jacqueline Healy, Independent Consultant
Jessica Blomqvist, Intercomm

Helen Lewis, INCORE

Fuad Kokaly, Director-General, PA, Bethlehem Region
Lucy Kokaly

Liam Maskey, Intercomm
Introduction
INCORE, University of Ulster and Intercomm are members of the Belfast-Jerusalem Civil Society Partnership (B-JCSP) established in December 2004 to enhance the capacity of civil society to contribute to peace in Jerusalem and Northern Ireland.   To advance the work of the B-JCSP, INCORE and Intercomm arranged for Fuad Kokaly, Director-General, PA, Bethlehem Region, to speak to community workers from across the political and religious spectrum in North Belfast about his experience of peacemaking and peacebuilding in Israel/Palestine.     

Liam Maskey welcomed Fuad and Lucy Kokaly to Northern Ireland and introduced Fuad as the Director General of PA, Bethlehem Region and a past mayor of Beit Sahour Bethlehem.

Beit Sahour – Shepherd’s Field
Fuad opened his remarks by informing the group that Beit Sahour is the well-known Shepherd’s Field referred to in the bible where an angel appeared before shepherds to tell them about the birth of Jesus.  

Overview of Israel/Palestine Peace Process
Fuad noted that he is committed to the pursuit of non-violent strategies.  He described how the Israel/Palestine conflict is incredibly complex – it is not just a political conflict but a religious, cultural, historical conflict and more.  Fuad stated that he would provide the group with his personal interpretation of the Israel/Palestine peace process to date.   
First Intifada 
Fuad discussed the first Intifada/Palestinian uprising as a protest against Israeli repression.  During this time, Palestinians adopted the U.S. slogan of ‘no taxation without representation’ in an effort to articulate their demands for freedom and independence and to plug in to a global audience.  The Israeli reaction to these demands however, was to implement a curfew for forty days and confiscate the value of withheld taxation from Palestinians - with about $5 million worth of assets being seized.  This issue was brought before the UN but was not acted upon due to a U.S. veto.  

Beginning of Peace Negotiations

As a result of the first Intifada however, the role of the PLO (Palestine Liberation Organisation) in representing all Palestinians gained increased recognition.  Secret peace negotiations subsequently opened up with the U.S. Ambassador to Tunisia.  Palestinians were keen to enter into peace negotiations at this stage because, 1) the end of the Cold War had changed the nature of U.S and UN engagement in the region,  and 2) the outbreak of the First Gulf War demonstrated that even the strongest Arab states had weaknesses.  Therefore, in order to keep Palestine ‘on the map,’ entering into peace negotiations was essential.  At this time, Yasser Arafat opened a secret negotiating channel with the Israeli Labor government.  These developments resulted in the 1993 Oslo Accords.  

Implementation of Oslo

Fuad described how problems quickly arose in relation to implementation of the Oslo Accords – particularly regarding Israeli withdrawal to 1967 borders as recommended in UN Resolution 194.  Other crucial principles enshrined in the Oslo Accords were for a halt to be called to Israeli settlements and land confiscation,(included the withdrawal of Israeli forces from the Gaza Strip and Jericho area? ), for East Jerusalem to act as a capital for Palestinians and for the right of return of refugees to be provided for.

The Oslo Accords hit a major obstacle with the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin.  Subsequent negotiations in 1996 for the Israeli withdrawal from Hebron involving President Clinton and Prime Minister Netanyahu were fraught.  Whilst Israelis accepted the withdrawal of troops they did not wish this to include settlers.  
More generally, Oslo had divided land into three categories: category A residential land to be controlled by Palestinians, category B land around residential areas to be controlled by Israelis and Palestinians, and category C non-residential land to be controlled by Israelis.  Control of Category B land however, failed to be passed to Palestinians.   
Fuad suggested that Prime Minister Ehud Barak had no vision of the peace process but rather, as a military man, focused on a strategy of withdrawing from South Lebanon and negotiating with Syria so that ultimately he would only have to negotiate with Palestinians alone.  
Second Intifada
Fuad argued the 2000 Camp David Summit failed because although it gave Palestinians 90% of the land they sought, there were insufficient guarantees of Palestinian control over this land and Palestinians could not reconcile themselves with the division of East Jerusalem.  
This fuelled the second Intifada which began as a peaceful protest but quickly escalated into violence.  In the first month of the uprising 207 Palestinians were killed.  

Recent Developments
Fuad suggested that 9/11 and other incidents of global terrorism have bolstered U.S. support of Israel and increased support for the view that all Palestinians are terrorists.  

Whilst the upcoming Israeli withdrawal from Gaza seems to be a positive development, Fuad expressed concern that it will lead to increased settlement in the West Bank and Jerusalem.

At the same time however, Fuad still feels hopeful about the peace process and believes it needs to be given every opportunity.  In particular, Mahmoud Abbas must be given time to consolidate his position.  

Questions & Discussion
· Fuad was asked about how the issue of water impacts on the peace process in Israel/Palestine.  He noted that water is one of five critical issues at the heart of peace negotiations and is so problematic because the main source of underground water in Israel/Palestine is located in the West Bank.

· The group discussed the political role of Hamas.  Fuad argued that it is important that Hamas are brought into the political system and noted that Mahmoud Abbas and others are currently endeavouring to achieve this.  However, it is also important that Hamas do not end up exerting total control over the political system – a fine balance must be struck.  
· The impact of 9/11 and other recent terrorist events have contributed to negative Western views of Muslims.  Fuad discussed how these views have strengthened the Israeli position by providing them with new justification for some of their actions. In response to Tony Blair’s recent statement emphasising that there can be no justification for terrorism, Fuad suggested that solutions for dealing with Al Qaeda in fact begin with Palestine - as the conflict is a powerful tool for terrorist recruitment and motivation.   

· Questioned about the effectiveness of the Intifadas, Fuad argued that these should have remained peaceful campaigns as the resort to arms had, 1) provided Israelis with the opportunity to destroy Palestinians, and 2) given the world the misleading impression that the Israel/Palestine conflict is one between two armies.   

· Fuad noted that the construction of the Israeli Security Fence/Wall/Barrier is actually establishing new borders.
· Various Palestinian factions were discussed as being under the influence of regional states such as Syria, Egypt and Iran.  Recent confrontations with Hamas have raised the dangerous prospect of an internal civil war.  However, Hamas seems to have realised that in the coming months it is critical to show that Palestinians can exert order and control over Gaza.  Gaza is where Hamas is strongest thanks in large part to the 70% rate of unemployment in the area and overcrowding of 10 people per 1m².
· Asked about who Palestinians would view as an honest broker in peace negotiations, Fuad suggested the EU is a critical source of support and that the EU has both the power and interest to be effective.

· The group discussed the importance of ‘people to people’ relationship building work as a foundation for political agreement.  Fuad noted there is little of this work ongoing and it is often a taboo for Palestinians to even associate with Israelis.  Yet, Fuad felt it to be essential that Palestinians also wage war on the ‘interior front’ and in a sense ‘invade’ Israeli communities, by working there and gaining Israeli trust and support.

· Members of the group noted that the current state of negotiations and meetings between Israelis and Palestinians looks very similar to the state of play in Northern Ireland ten years ago.

Wrap Up

Liam thanked Fuad for his talk and for coming all the way from Beit Sahour to be with the group.  He noted how important comparing experiences of conflict can be in giving each other hope for the future.  Liam also noted that the B-JCSP has invited Israeli Housing Minister, Yitzhak Herzog to Northern Ireland to provide his perspective on the current state of play in Israel/Palestine and an event would be organised around this in October.   
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