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This report describes the Israel-Palestine situation largely from a Palestinian point of view.  While this
may be inevitable it should be a cause of regret that Parliament’s decision to have separate Israel and
Palestine delegations leaves MEPs too often divided in the perspectives they acquire.  This weakness
in our formal arrangements is compounded by the apparent reluctance of the two delegations to
work closely together and share in joint activities.  It is to be hoped that different arrangements will be
agreed by members in the next mandate.

The delegation consisted of Norbert Neuser (S&D), Nicole Kiil-Nielsen (Greens/EFA) and Chris Davies
(ALDE), together with Parliament’s secretariat and interpreters.  However, opinions expressed in this
paper should be attributed specifically only to the author.

Our delegation made its visit to strengthen our understanding of the circumstances of the Palestinian
people and assess the state of the peace process between Israeli and Palestine. We also sought to
visit the Gaza Strip, particularly to gain a better appreciation of the situation after eight years of
Israel's blockade and at a time when the 1.7 million residents are again trapped behind barriers that
are closed entirely to all commercial transactions. We had a full programme of meetings arranged
with UNRWA which receives considerable EU funding for its work in providing humanitarian relief and
educational services.

A VIEW FROM THE MOUNT OF OLIVES

It would be surprising in any hospital to find as many as 40 people, some of them elderly, sleeping on
the corridor floors surrounded by their possessions. It is particular so that this should be in a hospital
that carries out advanced operations, including cardiac surgery on infants, but then the Makassed
hospital has unusual problems to overcome. Situated on the Mount of Olives in East Jerusalem,
overlooking the Dome of the Rock and the old city, it is the main referral hospital for all Palestinians
and, despite many difficulties, offers a high standard of care. It has received funding from the EU and
the German Government, amongst other bodies.

The old folk are mostly the grandparents of child patients from Gaza. For alleged ‘security reasons’
the Israeli authorities deny many people under 60 a permit to accompany children brought for
emergency operations so parents have to leave their offspring in the care of others. They are issued
only with day permits so at the hospital are trapped, unable to leave the grounds for weeks on end.
The hospital has to provide them with food. A formal building permit has been refused by the Israeli
authorities (building permits are hardly ever issued to Palestinians) but it is hoped that funding can be
obtained to erect some prefabs to provide bedspaces.

We were left wondering whether ordinary Israelis have any real appreciation of the human
consequences of their government’s policy. Tel Aviv is an hour’s drive from East Jerusalem and the
West Bank but it could as well be a world away.



WHO DID WE MEET AND WHERE DID WE GO?

Our itinerary commenced with a clear and robust briefing from the EU ambassador in Jerusalem, John
Gatt-Rutter, whose analysis of Israeli policy was largely confirmed by others we spoke to subsequently
in the West Bank. These included the Palestinian prime minister Rami Hamdallah, the chief of staff to
President Mahmoud Abbas, the deputy foreign minister, and the governor of Jericho and the Jordan
valley.

We talked with members of the Palestinian Legislative Council elected in 2006 (although their term in
office has expired without them ever meeting as legislators and there have been no subsequent
elections). We met with one Palestinian-Israeli member of the Knesset and attended a conference on
reconciliation that was addressed by three Jewish-Israeli MKs. We had a lively discussion with a dozen
Palestinian ‘civil society’ representatives of different backgrounds, and we visited Bethlehem to view
the encroachment of more Jewish settlements which may soon deprive Palestinians of the green
spaces of the Cremisan Valley.

WHAT DID WE HEAR AND SEE?

Israel continues to consolidate its control of Palestine through confiscations and demolitions,
settlement building and new roads for the exclusive use of Israelis. Historic land ownership
entitlements are simply not recognised by the Israelis. The 1967 partition left Israel with 78% of the
'historic' land area and in military occupation of the rest, a small portion of which is now administered
on a daily basis by Palestinians although the constraints of occupation continue. However, 62% of the
Palestinian territories, including the Jordan valley, were defined in the Oslo accords as ‘Area C’ and
Palestinians are now being excluded from it by the Israeli military. Israel claims ‘security’ as its
justification but Palestinians believe the motives to be purely economic and accuse Israel of seizing
their mineral and agricultural wealth.

The Palestinian exclusion from most of the West Bank means that they are in effect being confined to
the equivalent of South Africa's former bantustans.

And then there are the killings. In Europe we get to hear of rockets being fired disturbingly but
fruitlessly by a handful of militants in Gaza but not of the 68 Palestinians killed since last July, mostly
by the Israeli Defence Force. Too often these deaths occur in situations which should raise demands
for inquiries into the use of lethal weapons but the perpetrators appear rarely even to be admonished.

WHAT DIDN’T WE SAY?

The Palestinian government is led by 79-year old President Mahmoud Abbas whose electoral mandate
expired in 2009 and who governs by decree. His prime minister assured us that he had personally
done his very best to persuade Hamas leaders in Gaza to agree to new elections, but the assumption
is that Hamas would lose these (at least in Gaza if not in the West Bank) so prefer to prevent them
from taking place. The difficulties can be appreciated but the contrast with the vibrant Israeli
democracy is not favourable to Palestinians. For the present no-one in the EU or USA appears to think
it appropriate to challenge the legitimacy of Palestinian governance.



The EU supports the development of Palestinian institutions to the tune of hundreds of millions of
euros each year, but this is supposed to be preparing them for a statehood that may never be
realised. The Geneva Convention makes clear that the occupiers of a land should safeguard the well-
being of the people under their control. It must be questioned why the EU is, in effect (and for the
best possible reasons), subsidising the occupation and letting Israel escape its financial burdens.

OUR VISIT TO GAZA

Our report can be brief; it did not happen. Having kept us waiting until the last minute the Israeli
authorities announced that they would not let the delegation through the Erez crossing because our
visit was not sufficiently ‘humanitarian’ in its nature.

Gaza has a population of 1.7 million. It has been cut off by Israel for eight years and the restrictions it
currently imposes are preventing almost all commercial transactions and much building work.
Meanwhile the new government in Egypt detests Hamas and has closed most of the smuggling
tunnels and the Rafah crossing. The international community appears through its inaction to accept
that this appalling situation can continue indefinitely.

WILL THERE BE A PEACE DEAL?

The US-sponsored ‘peace process’ grinds on but makes no advances. We were left convinced by the
sincerity of the Palestinian administration in its wish to engage constructively and secure an outcome
that can enable a viable Palestinian seat to exist in peace alongside Israel. However, we did not speak
to a single Palestinian who appeared to believe that this same commitment is shared by the
Government of Israel. We encountered deep cynicism and a widespread belief that Israel wants a
continuing peace process solely to provide itself with PR cover from criticism while it continues to
build settlements, change the facts on the ground and make the creation of an independent
Palestinian state impossible.

After eight months of ‘negotiations’ no agreement has been reached on final status issues, although
these matters were previously addressed in talks between president Abbas and prime minister Olmert
and apparently resolved. There have been no direct negotiations between Palestinians and Israelis
since November 5, with all talks since then conducted through American interlocutors. Instead of
going forwards we appear to be regressing. A new demand has been conjured up that Palestinians
accept that Israel will be 'a Jewish state' – whatever that would mean given that 22% of Israel’s citizens
are Palestinian.

John Kerry’s personal commitment to the process is undoubted but the lack of progress speaks
volumes about the obstacles being placed in his way. Palestinians doubt that the USA is an honest
broker and assume that it wants them to accept the unacceptable. The talks are scheduled to
conclude on April 29 but calls are being made for an extension.

Separately but relevantly Israel was committed to release a further 26 Palestinian prisoners within the
past few days. At the time of writing it has not done so. If the pledge is kept then Palestinian
negotiators will no doubt agree to more talking rather than be blamed for the collapse of the process
but their eyes are turning back towards New York and approaches to UN bodies that may embarrass



Israel. The International Criminal Court often gets a mention. Precedent suggests that Israel will react
with fury and cut off Palestinian access to their own revenues.

STEPS TO FREE THE LOGJAM?

Palestinians grumble that their political leadership is old, tired and bereft of new ideas. Most just want
to try and improve their lives free from Israeli restrictions but no-one rules out the risk that a spark
could be fed into flame by the anger and resentment bred by the occupation.

The European Union is called upon to apply pressure on Israel which it certainly has the means to do,
but there is little sign of this becoming reality. Our delegation was urged to support a boycott of
Israeli goods and services associated with the occupied territories, and sometimes encouraged to back
a campaign completely to disinvest from Israel. Mention was made even by governmental sources in
Palestine of possible civil disobedience and non-violent protests, although there was no indication
that a campaign of this kind was seriously being organised.

A CHANGING MOOD

The two-state solution may still be the best option for both sides but it could have had its day. Israel
may have already gone too far in changing the facts on the ground. Fatah politicians seem still to be
wedded to the old mantra but amongst younger Palestinians there is more talk now of a one-state
solution, perhaps with separate administrations but a number of shared institutions.

The words of a teenage Palestinian girl living in the West Bank were reported to us by her father, a
businessman, and deserve wider circulation. One day he tore her away from her I-pad for long
enough to ask whether she understood what living under occupation really meant. "Yes Dad," she
replied. “We live 40 minutes drive from the sea but we can never go there. We live 14 minutes from
Jerusalem but we cannot visit the city unless we are granted a special permit.

"Israel is not interested in negotiating with us. It has one of the strongest armies in the world and we
cannot beat it. Intifadas got us attention but left us with broken bones; they led to a strengthening of
the occupation. The international community expresses concern but doesn't deliver. We went to the
United Nations and won a vote 138-9 in favour of Palestinian statehood, but the nine include the
USA.

"Maybe we should tell Israel, "OK, you win!" There will be no Palestinian state. But we live here, this is
our home, and we want our rights as equals."

Chris Davies MEP (ALDE)


