Thank you for contacting me about my views on the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians, the EU role, and how to secure peace and human rights.

 

International justice and security demands progress on an Israel-Palestine peace settlement, based on UN resolutions and broadly along the lines of the 2005 roadmap or the 2002 Saudi/Arab states’ peace plan. Both Israel and Palestine are entitled to secure statehood and territorial integrity. Everyone sensible knows the end goal is a two-state solution, but the challenge is how to get there. I hope that the US administration under President Obama will now put all its power and will into building peace in the Middle East. There will need to be flexibility and pragmatism to realise the prospect of dialogue, and this may mean having to be satisfied with some moves by Hamas leaders towards acknowledging the reality of the existence of Israel even if not recognition of its legitimacy. 

 

I make no secret of the fact that I am a long-standing member of the Liberal/Liberal Democrat Friends of Israel, indeed since I joined the Liberal party in 1981. I first went to Israel as a scholar of the Anglo-Israel Association in 1978, to study Israel’s relations with the (then) European Community. But I support the goal of a free (and secure) Palestinian state as much that of a secure (and free) Israel. Thus I believe strongly in the right of the state of Israel to exist, and without the threat of attack and vows of destruction from neighbouring states or groups, and also in the right of the Palestinians to their own viable state. I deplore the harsh and illegal Israeli occupation, destruction and killings affecting Palestinian civilians on one side and the rockets, terrorism & suicide bombing on the other.

 

I am critical towards successive Israeli governments. I called the Gaza assault disproportionate and am keenly opposed to many policies of the present government, in particular its failure to support the aim of a Palestinian state and its constant illegal expansion of West Bank settlements. I profoundly hope the Israeli parliament, the Knesset, will reject the deplorable initiative from Mr Liebermann to criminalise Israeli Arab citizens who mark Israel’s Independence Day as their nakba (catastrophe). This is a fundamental breach of the right to free speech and of Israel’s character as a democratic country; such a law would certainly be struck down by the Israeli Supreme Court.

 

The EU’s ‘Euromed’ policy covers Israel along with other countries of the eastern and southern Mediterranean including the Palestinian territories. I think it is desirable that these economic and political relations should be progressively deepened as part of the EU’s support for the Middle East peace process. There as elsewhere, it is a way of contributing to the resolution of the conflict since people with jobs and hope of prosperity resort less easily to xenophobia or violence. Some projects have partners not only from Israel, but from the entire Mediterranean. The PA has an Association Agreement with the EU that includes duty-free trade, and the EU is the biggest donor to the Palestinian Authority and gives substantial humanitarian funding to Palestinians in Gaza. EU-funded research in water treatment is conducted jointly with researchers and institutions from Egypt and Jordan, and the Palestinian Authority. The EU works hard to improve Palestinian access to EU and international markets.

 

I am concerned that products originating in the Israeli settlements in the West Bank, East Jerusalem and the Golan Heights should not masquerade as products from either Israel or Palestine. Settlement products such as fruit and vegetables are not entitled to benefit from preferential tariff treatment under the EU-Israel Association Agreement. The EU has drawn up a list of settlement postcodes, and customs authorities must cross-reference the postcodes obligatorily provided on customs documents with this list. This appears not to be being enforced with imports to the UK, and the suspicion is that the Israelis are using head offices registered inside Israel to bypass rules forbidding settlement products from benefiting from the trade agreement. I am strongly opposed to the dishonesty of, for example, Waitrose selling herbs labelled as ‘West Bank’. As presumably intended, this makes unclear to the consumer whether they are the product of Palestinians or Israeli settlements. But the Commission has made clear to me that it is the responsibility of the UK customs authorities to apply the Association agreement properly, and I don’t know why the UK government is tolerating the abuse.

 

The failings of Israel and the Palestinian Authority do not persuade me to favour weakening EU links with them, as this would just reduce any leverage we might have to push the parties towards peace. EU sanctions, either against Israel through suspension of trade and cooperation or, as called for at one time, against the Palestinian Authority through withdrawal of budget funding would be of no practical help in advancing a two-state agreement. A boycott would also represent the antithesis of what the EU stands for, which is the promotion of understanding through exchange, communication and dialogue.

 

I thus opposed the suggested boycott of Israeli academics put forward last year, and I opposed the call for cutting off EU funding for the PA, although I wished to see reform of its finances. I am not in agreement with a resolution passed at my party conference in March 2009 calling for a suspension of the EU-Israel Association agreement, but I have been open about this – I spoke in the debate against the resolution – and my leader Nick Clegg is aware of my position.

 

I realise some object that my approach offers no immediate punishment as sanction for the behaviour of one or other party, but I believe the bigger picture means we must forgo that emotional satisfaction. The respective rights and wrongs of Israel and the Palestinians are too complicated to allow of a simple boycott or punishment approach. Certainly Israel is guilty of wrongs – the continued building of settlements, assassinations, treatment of prisoners and the construction of the wall departing from the green line among them – but so are Palestinians through mortar attacks and bombings, while the refusal of the Hamas-led government to recognise Israel or previous peace agreements understandably makes Israel baulk at dialogue. 

 

Commensurate with the EU’s ‘soft power’ as a factor contributing to peace, it should invoke the association agreements human rights clauses and speak up forcefully to condemn breaches of human rights, the rule of law and other democratic principles. The EU status as an economic partner gives it not only a reinforced status and ability to make known to the Israeli government its objections to policies which infringe on human rights, and similarly to the Palestinian authorities and groups, but also a duty to do so.

 

There will be no peace in the Middle East either while Israel lives in insecurity or while the Palestinians are subject to daily humiliation, settlements are expanded on the West Bank and the Palestinian people have no viable homeland they can call their own.  As long as this continues, Israel’s legal and moral right to live in peace behind secure and recognised borders will be undermined, as many Israelis themselves say. Israeli human rights organisations have campaigned against injustices of the occupation, often with success in the courts. My political ally and former Knesset member the late Tommy Lapid condemned the harassment by Jewish settlers of their Palestinian neighbours. But there is also much intra-Palestinian violence in Gaza between Fatah and Hamas, and Amnesty International has been outspoken about the human rights violations by people acting in the name of both. There needs to be an independent international investigation into allegations of war crimes during the Gaza conflict.

 

Patient, persistent and even-handed pressure are the only hope for a comprehensive peace agreement. I hope you find this reply helpful in understanding my views, even if not agreeing with them.
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