
An inevitably edgy start 

The two sides move crabwise as indirect negotiations Begin. 

THE long-awaited “proximity talks” between Israel and the Palestinians have started, but if the 
American State Department had not publicly announced them, few people would have noticed. 
The American envoy, George Mitchell, has already been and gone after a first round but is 
expected back soon for another. In format, the new talks will be no different from the shuttling 
between Jerusalem and Ramallah, the Palestinians’ headquarters on the West Bank, that the 
indefatigable Mr Mitchell has performed for more than a year, without much to show for it.  

In substance, though, the new talks are now supposed to tackle the “core issues” dividing the 
two sides: defining new borders, dealing with the claimed right of Palestinians refugees to 
return, and how to persuade the Israelis to share Jerusalem. Putting those issues at the top of 
the agenda was a Palestinian condition for the talks’ resumption. Israel, while rejecting 
“preconditions”, says the core issues can be broached but not seriously negotiated until direct 
face-to-face talks are held. 

That raises the Palestinians’ other precondition: a halt to Israel’s settlement-building on the 
West Bank. Saeb Erekat, the Palestinians’ chief negotiator, pledged that there will be no direct 
talks unless the building stops completely, in East Jerusalem as well as the rest of the West 
Bank.  

The State Department pointedly lauded Mr Netanyahu for his “statement that there will be no 
construction at the Ramat Shlomo project for two years”, a reference to a large Jewish suburb 
in East Jerusalem where new building was heralded by the Israelis just as America’s vice-
president, Joe Biden, arrived in March to hail the resumption of talks—which then had to be 
aborted. Mr Netanyahu’s recent more emollient statement had, according to the Americans, 
“helped create an atmosphere that is conducive to successful talks”. 

If this was meant to embarrass Mr Netanyahu, it succeeded. He strenuously denied making 
any such statement. He had merely explained that the Ramot Shlomo project was not 
scheduled to begin for two years. Building would not, he insisted, be frozen anywhere in 
Jerusalem.  

In their statement extolling the resumption, the Americans warned bluntly that “if either [side] 
takes significant actions during the proximity talks that we judge would seriously undermine 
trust, we will …hold them accountable.” This harks back to recent recrimination between 
America and Israel, mainly over settlements. Ehud Barak, the defence minister, who leads the 
Labour party in Israel’s ruling coalition, and was recently in Washington trying to heal 
relations, now says Mr Netanyahu must change his coalition if there is to be serious progress.  

That would mean bringing in Kadima, a centrist party led by a former foreign minister, Tzipi 
Livni, who narrowly won Israel’s general election a year ago but failed to form a ruling 
coalition. She has balked in the past but has recently suggested she could work with Mr 
Netanyahu not just towards a peace deal but also to curb ultra-Orthodox encroachment on 
Israel’s largely secular lifestyle. For Mr Netanyahu that would mean dumping his coalition’s 
ultra-Orthodox parties, which he calls his “natural allies in the national camp”. Neither Ms Livni 
nor indeed Mr Mitchell is convinced yet that Mr Netanyahu wants to do so. 
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