
Still talking, at least 

A few glimmers of hope amid the bickering and point-scoring. 

AFTER the pomp and circumstance of peacemaking in Washington, DC, on September 2nd, 
Israeli and Palestinian leaders regrouped this week first in Sharm el-Sheikh, an Egyptian 
resort, and then in Jerusalem for the more usual business of bickering and blame games.  

The looming expiry at the end of the month of Israel’s freeze on building settlements had 
soured the atmosphere. Arriving in Sharm el-Sheikh, Israeli delegates chided Palestinians for 
their undiplomatic behaviour in threatening to break off talks if construction does indeed 
resume. Palestinians spat back that the Israeli prime minister, Binyamin Netanyahu, was using 
negotiations to trap them into conceding more Israeli building on occupied ground.  

The American Middle East envoy, George Mitchell, nevertheless managed to steer the parties 
towards a substantive discussion of the issues. The secretary of state, Hillary Clinton, pitched 
in, and their formal statements offered some cause for hope. Mr Mitchell says that the parties 
will work on a framework agreement for a settlement of Palestine’s permanent status, which 
Mr Netanyahu continues to insist is doable in a year.  

There was also talk of a deal to bridge their differences on settlements: Mr Netanyahu would 
agree to negotiations on the future borders of the Israeli and Palestinian states in return for a 
blind Palestinian eye to a specific formula of settlement building.  

The Americans would like a quick deal on borders which would, in Mrs Clinton’s words, 
“eliminate the debate about settlements, because some areas would be inside Israel and some 
areas would not be inside Israel.” A quick deal is unlikely. But the American approach signals a 
belated revival by the Obama administration of the “Clinton parameters”, first proposed by Mrs 
Clinton’s husband in the dying days of his presidency and widely accepted since then by most 
foreign countries as a realistic formula for peacemaking. 

President Clinton essentially distinguished between large “settlement blocks” that Israel has 
built close to the pre-1967 border and farther-flung settlements built deep inside the 
Palestinian territory. He proposed that Israel annex the “blocks” and compensate the new state 
of Palestine with unsettled land elsewhere. The other settlements would be withdrawn. He 
offered the same paradigm for Jerusalem: post-1967 Israeli-built suburbs would be annexed to 
West Jerusalem, Israel’s capital; the Arab districts of the city would form the capital of 
Palestine, with the holy sites placed under a special regime. The Israeli leader at the time, 
Ehud Barak (now Mr Netanyahu’s powerful defence minister) accepted; but Yasser Arafat, the 
Palestinian leader, could not bring himself to go along with the deal. 

The Bush administration in effect endorsed that vision, and it formed the basis of negotiations 
between Mr Abbas and Mr Netanyahu’s predecessor as prime minister, Ehud Olmert, in 2007. 
Mr Netanyahu, though seen by some as moving cautiously along the trajectory from ideologue 
to pragmatist, is not there yet. But he, too, is suggesting that further settlement building be 
selective. Some of his ministers explicitly advise that any new building be confined to the 
blocks and the Jewish suburbs of Jerusalem. Mr Abbas, in this scenario, would just ignore 
this—as he did when he was negotiating with Mr Olmert. 

Settler leaders and hardline members of Mr Netanyahu’s coalition say this would be the 
beginning of the end of their dream of Greater Israel. The settlements outside the blocks 
would wither and die, says Silvan Shalom, a Likud deputy prime minister and longtime foe of 
the prime minister. “Why should we concede them now? In fact, why should we concede them 
at all?” 



Two especially sensitive components in Mr Netanyahu’s political calculations are Avigdor 
Lieberman, the foreign minister and leader of the Yisrael Beitenu party, and Benny Begin, a 
minister without portfolio. As the only son of the late Menachem Begin, prime minister from 
1977 to 1983, he is held in high esteem in the Likud. Both have publicly advocated a return to 
unrestricted building in all the settlements. 

Mr Netanyahu is loth to lose any of his coalition partners and reluctant to open a rift within his 
own Likud. But ultimately he holds a more powerful hand than do the hardliners. The 
parliamentary arithmetic does not sustain any alternative candidate for prime minister except 
Mr Netanyahu. And if the hardliners leave over progress in the peace talks, that in itself would 
create powerful pressure on Tzipi Livni and her Kadima party to join the Netanyahu 
government in their place. For the time being, that might just tempt the hardliners to swallow 
their pride and sit tight. 
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