“An Israeli-Palestinian Peace Deal in 24 Months: How to Get it Done”

First of all, I don’t know if it can be done in 24 months. But I do see the urgency. If we’re serious about the urgency of the threat of Iran, we have to be equally serious about the urgency of the threat of not reaching a two-state solution for Israel for you as the American Jewish community, and for the United States.

And I want to say this as well: Don’t take it for granted that the American president makes this a priority; that on day two a special envoy who comes with the track record of George Mitchell gets appointed; that the president of the United States gives the kind of speech he gave in Cairo; that in his first speech at a UN General Assembly an American president devotes more time and more words to resolving this conflict than anything else; and that when a president is awarded a Nobel peace prize, the one conflict that he intends to resolve, that he mentions by name, is Israel-Palestine. President Obama did all these things.

It is just a little bit premature to lose hope in this president and to give a fail mark. Most importantly, the Obama Administration’s has framed this issue, and rightly, I would argue, as an American national security interest of the highest order—given how it plays out in the region and the world, its iconoclastic status, and its capacity to undermine America’s allies and strengthen its adversaries.

So, I want to share and sketch a few thoughts. And first, if we’re serious about getting something done in 24 months, we have to be serious about looking back at what’s been done so far—and acknowledge how not to do it. I think there have been mistakes in the past, but there are also things that were possible in the past but are not possible today and should not be pursued.

And the first: I don’t think it can be done in bilateral negotiations just between the Israeli and Palestinian sides. And that is not to say that Israelis and Palestinians do not have agency or are not responsible for their own futures.

But once bitten, twice shy, and sixteen years later, we’ve lost hope and we’ve lost trust and I don’t think it can be resolved without shaking things up dramatically. Maybe it was possible in Oslo with Rabin. But, we now have two deeply dysfunctional polities on the Israeli and Palestinian sides, each in different ways—but both deeply dysfunctional when it comes to taking these kinds of decisions.

The second thing I’d say is about confidence-building measures. Of course I’m not against trying to build confidence, and I’m certainly not against confidence-building on the personal level. But on the national level, the overriding Palestinian-Israeli reality is an adversarial relationship, not a partnership. And that’s going to remain the same while the occupation is in place. Until you’ve resolved this, both sides have an interest in trying to strengthen their hand, strengthen their leverage in the run-up to resolving the conflict. So, the overriding Israeli interest is not to strengthen the Palestinian hand. And the overriding Palestinian interest is not to strengthen Israel’s hand. And I’d suggest that that puts a bit of a serious flaw in the confidence-building argument.

And of course there’s a power dynamic there as well between the two parties. There is an asymmetry. I’m also not sure how much regional confidence-building we can do. Again, there are things that can be done. I think the Arab Peace Initiative can be made more explicit in terms of what it would look like if it’s implemented. I don’t think you can begin to break it down piecemeal and implement it while the overriding reality is what it is. Yesterday it was fifteen years since the Israeli-Jordanian peace treaty was signed in the Arava. We’ve seen the limitations, even on how far we can go with Jordan if you don’t address the Palestinian reality.

And the next thing I’d say is this: I don’t think it’s been a smart policy to encourage Palestinian division. I don’t think Mahmoud Abbas’ shoulders or the shoulders of the moderates are broad enough to manage or carry this on their own. And I don’t think we can exclude key actors in this—and, by the way, that applies on both sides. I’m not saying America should be in Damascus tomorrow speaking with Khaled Mashal, but I do think one can use indirect outreach to Hamas.

It applies on both sides: I think we need to be engaging part of the right, the ultra-orthodox, the settlers, far more seriously in Israel. We’re going to have to create division inside the settler movement, and I would try to bring in elements of the settler community—we’re talking about land swaps: What’s that all about? That means some of the settlers are going to be inside and some outside—and I would work that division, and I would reach out to broader constituencies inside Israel.

So how would one apply those lessons learned and pursue a different approach if indeed one can, and I hope one can, still achieve a sustainable, dignified, and secure two-state outcome.

The first thing I think we have to recognize is that Israel will need to be actively weaned off the occupation. It is not going to do that on its own. This will require third-party leadership and the U.S. will have to be the principal actor. Israel has no choice.

For Palestinians, there are choices. Statehood has not been, historically, the Palestinian overriding aspiration. It's about freedom and de-occupation. And Palestinians have two choices: You can have freedom and de-occupation if you have equal rights in one state, or you can have your own genuine sovereign state.

But for an Israel that rests on the twin pillars of being both a democracy and a Jewish national home, there is no other choice. Yet, Israeli realties, the structure of Israel’s politics, the strength of the settler movement, and the way that America has indulged bad Israeli policies—all stack the odds against Israel ending the occupation as an act of self-propulsion. For its own good, Israel needs to face the real and hard choices, be given real alternatives with appropriate incentives and disincentives.

Israel as Israel, a Jewish national home and a democracy, has one option: A two-state solution with security. And therefore I think it's for America to create real choices about two states. And, not detracting from my friends in Peace Now, but I'd say, peace eventually, de-occupation and two states now.

The second thing that I think we have to think about is whether we're going to try and address the '48 file or the '67 file, and most of you are sufficiently steeped in this issue to know what this means.

We can have a solution to the '67 file and create a practical, technical, how-to manual for a two-state solution. That would not, though, mean not touching the Jewish nature of the state of Israel and the legitimacy of that, or the history of the refugees and that narrative.

I'm relatively agnostic, but we have to understand that if you want to address the '48 file, the creation of Israel, you're going to have to address in a sincere and honest way also the refugee file.

Third is this: It's one thing for a Palestinian or Israeli leader to say no to each other; it's quite another thing when it's the president of the United States of America. So, we need American leadership. I would say that America cannot go solo. America needs to do that as the leader of the international community—bring the Arab states onboard, bring the Quartet onboard. That, of course, requires a base of domestic political support—welcome J Street!

Number four, we need to do this in a comprehensive regional way, not only in terms of involving all of Israel's neighbors, but the entire region. Use the Arab Peace Initiative. Encourage the move away from an Arab cold war—something that is beginning to happen in the region—when you see the leaders of Saudi Arabia and Syria meeting, for instance. That would also help with the Hamas issue.

And, not resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is the gift that keeps on giving for Iran's ability to have a message to the Muslim and Arab world that resonates. The rest of the Arab world and the Muslim world don't look to Tehran and say, Wow, what a fantastic system of governance, velayat-e-faqih, the Guardianship of Shiite Islamist Jurists. We want to model ourselves on that. No!

The Iranian message is: You’re all friendly with the US and some of you are even in bed with Israel directly. But what are you doing to relieve the fate of our Palestinian brothers and sisters? Only we, Iran, are standing up for that.

Resolving this conflict will dramatically reduce Iran’s regional leverage and spoiler capacity even though I would also say that one should keep the door open to a regional deal that involves Iran.

Two final thoughts: One, we do know the parameters such as the Geneva Initiative, but there is always room for new creative thought. And we’ve got to be practical and pragmatic as long as this is a decent, dignified, viable outcome. Maybe Israeli Jews who live today as settlers can be permanent residents in a future Palestinian state. I’ve always been against it, but I don’t want to rule it out. Maybe the original refugees from ’48 can be permanent residents without citizenship in Israel. I don’t know what all of those new creative ideas are going to be.

Finally, this: Maybe we can succeed in doing this only with the Palestinian moderates. Alternatively, maybe we need Palestinian unity and to be less squeamish and more inclusive in who we talk to on the Palestinian side. But what if not? What if the Palestinian body politic has so collapsed? What if Israel’s greatest victory is to have destroyed the Palestinian national movement in the occupied territories? News flash: Your prize for that victory is four million Palestinians. Now go deal with them!

You have a Palestinian diaspora in the Arab world. They’re mostly refugees and they’re about the right of return. You have a Palestinian diaspora in the West. They’re about democracy, so that’s equal rights/one-state. You have a Palestinian community inside Israel. But if the Palestinian community in the territories no longer has a national movement that can come together and negotiate for it, I think we can still get de-occupation and two states.

The response to that, for me at least, isn’t to build more settlements and say, Oh sorry, this may not be Israel’s interest, this may not be America’s interest, but we just can’t do anything ‘cause the Palestinians are so on their knees, they’re so useless, they’re so incapable, so we’ll just keep entrenching and expanding our presence in the West Bank and East Jerusalem.

If you have an Israel that says, We’re ready to get out of there, And you have a US leadership that says, Well, states have been built before without immediately getting full sovereignty and self-governance. We did it in East Timor. We’ve done it in Bosnia and elsewhere, it’s a build-it-and-they-will-come approach. The Palestinians will assume real ownership of their state once it exists if it’s on the equivalent of 100% of the land and the occupation is really over. And I guess from the Israeli angle it’s build it and they will leave. You can’t build a state under occupation. And I support most of the things that Salam Fayyad is trying to do. I don’t, though, think he really believes he can build his state totally under occupation.

Let’s negotiate the land border based on 1967, let’s negotiate the 1:1 land swap. Israel could even put that land in escrow to the international community for a period of time until the Palestinian state can fully stand up. Let’s have security arrangements with an international presence. I’m not saying that this is necessarily my preferred option, but I would argue that if there isn’t a way around this collapse on the Palestinian side then there is still a solution…and it ain’t building more settlements.

Thank you.

