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Striking the Proper Balance on Saudi Arabia 
By Dennis Ross and Robert Satloff   thehill.com   February 25, 2021 
The U.S. must find a way to chastise, while still 
supporting, this problematic but necessary ally. 

The expected release of a declassified intelligence 
report that will probably conclude with “moderate 
confidence” that Saudi crown prince Muhammad bin 
Salman — known as MbS — ordered the killing of 
Washington Post contributor Jamal Khashoggi is sure to 
heighten anger with the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. How 
the Biden administration responds will have huge 
ramifications for its broader Middle East policy. 

The U.S.-Saudi relationship is a classic case in which 
Washington has had to reconcile concerns, needs and 
interests. For more than 70 years, there was a basic 
bargain: We provide the Saudis security, they provide a 
stable oil market and support against common adversaries, 
from Arab radicals to the Soviet-backed regime in 
Afghanistan. We paid little attention to the often medieval 
governance of the kingdom or the intolerant, hateful 
interpretation of Islam — what critics call Wahhabism — 
that its clerical establishment enforced domestically and 
exported internationally. 

But with the waning of our dependence on Middle 
East oil and our growing fatigue with regional conflicts, 
this relationship has come under much greater scrutiny. 

True, serious questions began to emerge after 9/11, 
when 15 of the 19 hijackers were Saudis, but the impulse 
to challenge the relationship is more recent. It coincides 
with the appointment of MbS as Crown Prince, his control 
of all the key instrumentalities of power and his use of that 
power in ways that often seem impulsive and reckless. 
These include: launching an anti-corruption campaign that 
appeared mostly to target opponents or shake down critics; 
arresting free speech and women’s rights advocates on 
dubious charges; starting feuds with Canada and Germany 
over relatively mild criticism of Saudi human rights 
policies; detaining the former Lebanese prime minister; 
and, of course, going to war in Yemen to restore the 
legitimate government but conducting what often 
degenerated into an indiscriminate aerial bombing 
campaign with terrible human consequences. 

If all that weren’t enough, Khashoggi’s murder in the 
Saudi consulate in Istanbul crossed every line and led many 
in Washington to seek not only to ostracize MbS but even 
seek his removal — as if the U.S. could do that.  

The fact that Donald Trump shielded Riyadh from any 
punishment for the sake of arms sales only added to the 
increasingly bipartisan fury in Congress that MbS and 
Saudi Arabia should pay a price. 

So far, President Biden has tried to strike a balance in 

his approach to the kingdom, having promised as a 
candidate that America will not check its values at the door 
for the sake of oil or selling arms. He has ordered an end 
to material support for the Saudi military operations in 
Yemen but re-committed the U.S. to defending Saudi 
territorial integrity. While the administration has paused 
the sale of offensive weapons, it will provide defensive 
weapons to help the Saudis deal with cruise missiles and 
drone attacks that the Houthis in Yemen and Iranian 
proxies launch at Saudi cities, including at Riyadh itself. 

President Biden is right to emphasize balance in the 
relationship. 

Our disgust at certain Saudi actions notwithstanding, 
we retain real stakes in Saudi Arabia, as there is no 
significant issue in the Middle East where a successful 
strategy is possible without active Saudi support. From 
containing Iran to combatting terror, to building on Arab 
normalization with Israel (and using that to break the 
stalemate between Israelis and Palestinians) or trying to 
end or reduce conflicts in Yemen and Syria, we need Saudi 
cooperation. Moreover, to manage the transition from 
fossil fuels to renewables, we need a stable and predictable 
price of oil that makes wind, solar and hydrogen 
alternatives competitive in terms of cost — while also 
preventing the sudden collapse of our oil and gas industry. 
Here again, the Saudis remain important. 

Perhaps most of all, we have a stake in the 
fundamental change of Saudi social and economic norms 
being led by the same leader responsible for those 
impulsive, reckless actions: the crown prince. For all his 
faults, MbS understands that his kingdom — and his 
family — won’t survive the eventual demise of a fossil fuel 
economy without dramatic adjustment. His answer has 
been to implement a “revolution from above” — the 
National Transformation Plan — in which modernization 
and nationalism replace traditionalism and Wahhabism as 
sources of identity and legitimacy. 

In practice, this has meant expanding civil rights and 
economic opportunities for women, since the Saudi 
economy would forever languish without the contribution 
of half its population. It has meant reforming the legal 
code and school textbooks in ways that may seem modest 
to a foreign observer but are dramatic in the Saudi context. 
And it has meant empowering clerics that advocate a more 
tolerant, inclusive Islam, while imposing tight controls on 
those who refuse to discard the old ways. 

The U.S. has an interest in the success of this effort. 
Skeptics may doubt the NTP’s ambitious targets — and 
they may be right — but what matters most is the 
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direction of change and the regime’s continuing 
commitment to it. Our responsibility is to engage with 
Saudis at all levels to encourage progress, provide technical 
assistance and make clear that the scale of foreign 
investment the kingdom needs to succeed will never come 
in an atmosphere of fear or without the consistent 
application of the rule of law. 

So leveling with the Saudi leadership, a natural Biden 
instinct, is necessary. The president should send someone 
close to him to have a discreet discussion with MbS to re-
define the boundaries of our relationship, making clear 
what we will support and what we will criticize. 

We should insist on a two-way policy of “no 
surprises.” We should demand a formula for what Biden 

has called “accountability” for the Khashoggi murder, 
including specific commitments that ensure such an 
outrage can never recur. And that early discussion should 
lay the basis for a strategic dialogue on a broad range of 
key regional issues. 

The Biden administration’s instinct to end the blank 
check with the Saudis is right. But engaging a flawed 
partner is not the same as confronting a determined 
adversary. The administration’s instinct to find a balance in 
the relationship is right, too. 
Mr. Ross served under Presidents Obama, Clinton, and G. W. 
Bush. Mr. Satloff is an expert on Arab and Islamic politics as well 
as U.S. Middle East policy,  

 
Stuck on the Wrong Road to Peace  
By Shany Mor     mosaicmagazine.com  February 25, 2021  
In thrall to a moral impulse rather than a real strategy 
for peacemaking in Israel, America’s peace processors 
won’t stop, won’t learn, and won’t succeed. 

I was delighted to hear that two writers I hold in 
especially high regard, Michael Doran and Michael 
Koplow, would be authoring responses to my essay “The 
Return of the Peace Processors.” (Part of me hoped they 
would comment on an issue of peripheral importance to 
my essay but on which both of them have a lot to say, 
namely Turkey’s role in the U.S.-Middle East dynamic.) In 
my original essay, I tried to focus on one particular 
intellectual tradition within the American discussion of 
Israel and its conflicts with its neighbors. In choosing that 
focus, I deliberately left out a great deal. Both of my 
interlocutors ding me for it, Doran slightly and Koplow 
significantly more, so let me defend myself in due measure 
against each one. 

My argument looks closely at the group of Middle 
East experts I call the peace processors, at how they and 
only they think and speak. It’s a contrived limitation on the 
discussion, which I fully admit. Doran asks me to broaden 
my scope to look beyond the peace-processor camp and 
allow into my discussion ideas that are politically a bit to 
the right and a bit to the left (in American terms at least). 
He says, in effect, hey, these things aren’t isolated. You 
can’t even begin to understand how rough it is to be a 
peace processor (and, implicitly, an American Jewish 
liberal) without understanding that they’re under constant 
and unremitting pressure from left-wing anti-Israel 
obsessives. And then, looking right, he wants to bring into 
the discussion Republicans, particularly in the first Reagan 
and last Bush administrations (not Trumpists), who 
pushed against the assumptions of the peace processors 
from within the establishment. 

In effect, though not in words, Doran argues that the 
isolation I have performed is not just artificial (which, 
again, I accept), but that it misses the point. 

I have never shied away from writing about the 
intellectual passions of anti-Israel obsessives on the left, be 
it in the form of theology or just plain vanity. I tried to 

leave all that outside the discussion of the peace 
processors, who I think are motivated by a very different 
impulse. I still think that is sufficient for a coherent, critical 
approach to the peace-processor mindset. But there is no 
doubt that Doran’s contribution enriches the discussion, 
broadening it in scope and time, and embedding it in a 
larger intellectual tradition I neglected to treat in my essay. 

Michael Koplow, the policy director of the Israel 
Policy Forum, is a serious thinker who brings to the Israel 
discussion two things often lacking: a firsthand knowledge 
of the region outside Israel and its immediate neighbors, 
and an analytical framework for processing events in Israel 
that encompasses more than the passions of internal 
American or American Jewish politics. I was very curious 
to see how he would engage with the thesis of my essay or 
with my critiques of the Center for a New American 
Security report he co-authored recently—a report that I 
criticized for adhering too closely to peace-processor 
dogma. I was disappointed to discover both little 
engagement with my core thesis as well as a string of 
misrepresentations of the individual cases I examined. 

The cases first. Koplow challenges two critiques I 
made of the peace processors. On the Golan Heights, I 
referred to the decades-long consensus prior to the Syrian 
civil war that Israel should be willing to withdraw from 
that strategically vital territory. I wrote that “as recently as 
2010”—that is, only one year before the civil war broke 
out—processor-in-chief Martin Indyk was claiming that 
“nothing could better help Obama to isolate Iran than for 
Netanyahu to offer to cede the Golan,” an argument that 
is astonishing because it manages to get both Syria and 
Iran wrong. (Indyk’s op-ed, less than 1,000 supremely self-
assured words, manages to get the Palestinians, Hizballah, 
and the “Arab street” wrong too.) 

Against my characterization of the processors’ view of 
the Golan, Koplow brings up a tweet from the former U.S. 
ambassador to Israel Daniel Shapiro nine years later 
averring that the Syrian civil war means the Golan will be 
staying in Israeli hands for the time being. Did I claim 
anywhere that peace processors were still pushing for a 
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Golan withdrawal in 2019? My claim here, as elsewhere, 
wasn’t that a specific policy objective was still being 
advanced, but instead that a specific mindset informed the 
discussion. Before the collapse of the Syrian state, there 
wasn’t just a universal consensus that Israel should cede 
the Golan, there was unanimity in the peace-processor 
world that Israelis opposed to such a withdrawal were, as 
my article put it, “short-sighted rubes who didn’t 
understand that in an age of missiles territory supposedly 
no longer mattered.” What does the Shapiro tweet change 
about my claim? 

The second example concerns Turkey. Koplow is 
rightly proud that he saw the Turkish president Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan for what he is nearly a decade ago. 
Koplow has an advantage; he is an expert on Turkey who 
actually knows what he is talking about. For the 
community of diplomats and commentators I’ve been 
calling “peace processors,” however, there was a much 
simpler heuristic at play in 2009-10, even if few will admit 
to it. Erdogan was then perfecting his anti-Israel 
roadshow, spinning wild tales about Israeli atrocities and 
making scenes at international conferences. The smart set 
was always explaining, with varying degrees of contrived 
dismay, that he would exploit “anger at Israel” to increase 
his influence on the “Arab street.” But this was never 
more than projection, as the streets he used all this “anger” 
to impress were less Arab and more K and J. 

Indeed, it was around this time that Israeli officials 
found themselves on the receiving end of lectures from 
administration officials about how Erdogan represented a 
moderate, democratic Islam that could be a model for the 
region. As with the consensus on the Golan, the consensus 
on Erdogan has been forgotten as events rendered it 
untenable. Yet in both cases the moral impulse that 
sustained it remains. Koplow engages not at all with the 
impulse and very little with the wrongness, and instead 
furnishes hyperlinks that are supposed to disprove claims I 
never make. These are bookended by baseless and 
contradictory speculations about my politics. The 
description of me has having “an axe to grind” with 
Barack Obama is especially odd, as I have been for years 
an admirer and supporter of the former president and I 
remain convinced that, Israel aside, his was one of most 
successful administrations of the postwar era. 

But this discussion need not be centered around 
speculation over my grinding axes. Let’s instead focus on 
the CNAS report I mentioned in my essay. 

There, I tried to give the report a thorough 
examination, a charitable read, and a polite response. I 
made a few stylistic critiques—mostly unaddressed in 
Koplow’s response, except for his assertion that the report 
is more critical of the Palestinians than I give it credit 
for—and moved on to its policy recommendations. 

I raised two substantive challenges to the 
recommendations of the report. First, the report never 
acknowledges that the main reason the many interim 
accords between Israel and the Palestinians never ended 

up resolving into a final-status peace treaty was because 
the Palestinian side rejected resolution at every juncture. 
Any time there was an option to reach an agreement that 
would involve a genuine reconciliation with the existence 
of a Jewish state and a termination of claims, they said no. 
And there was no constituency—either in Palestinian 
domestic politics or in the broader pro-Palestinian 
community of aligned regimes and Western activists—
pushing for any such agreement to be accepted. 

The caginess in the language of the report is, 
unfortunately, a reflection of this trend. Palestinian 
decisions in it are passively described, always hedged by 
references to how Israeli or American action pushed them 
there, which reveals the unwillingness to come to terms 
with this one salient fact about not only the peace process 
but the entire Arab-Israeli conflict. 

I don’t raise this because I am, as Koplow would have 
it, “dwell[ing] in the past,” but because I don’t believe you 
can propose a solution to a problem while simultaneously 
refusing to acknowledge that problem. If you went to the 
doctor with a rash on your shin, and she put your arm in a 
sling, you might be taken aback. If you came back with an 
even bigger rash, and she put your arm in a cast, you might 
start asking some questions. If you came back again and 
she proposed reconstructive surgery on your elbow, you’d 
get a new doctor. 

The second challenge I raised had to do with the way 
the CNAS report moves the goalposts on final-status 
issues. Oslo laid out six final-status issues to be decided in 
full negotiations: statehood, borders, settlements, 
Jerusalem, security, and refugees. The report short-circuits 
this process and calls to impose conditions that radically 
prejudge four out of six (statehood, borders, settlements, 
Jerusalem) of those issues, and all in favor of Palestinian 
positions and against Israeli ones. Only on two (security, 
refugees) does it recommend leaving things up to the 
parties to negotiate themselves. Not coincidentally, these 
are the two where an American position would likely be 
much closer to the Israeli one. In other words, tip the 
scales on matters likely to go against Israel, and remain 
silent on matters likely to go for it. 

As I point out in my essay, the authors of the report 
claim to draw these recommendations from UN Security 
Council Resolution 242, a claim that is verifiably untrue, as 
the resolution nowhere mentions a Palestinian state, 
nowhere calls for a divided Jerusalem, and scrupulously 
and deliberately does not call for a return to 1949 armistice 
lines. 

But — to return to my core argument — getting 
particular facts wrong isn’t even the real problem here. 
The problem is that the authors never explain why the US 
should take positions that prejudge four out of six final-
status issues, and why in all four cases the positions should 
be so lopsided against Israeli positions. If there is a 
theoretical reason for prejudging final-status issues, why 
not prejudge all six (for example, with a clear statement 
that there will be no “right of return”)? This is the kind of 
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thing that merits an explanation, one that since it didn’t 
come in the report itself might have come in the response 
to my article. Incredibly, Koplow writes of my critique of 
the report’s policy recommendations that “to portray it as 
the newest iteration of the Oslo plan is a head-scratching 
mischaracterization,” but he’s clearly been scratching way 
too hard. My entire critique is three paragraphs long, and 
one of them actually begins with the sentence “The 
departure from the Oslo framework is equally dramatic.” 
Who is mischaracterizing whom here? 

I wrote in my essay that the report “attempts to solve 
the problems its authors wish to diagnose but not the 
problems that the region actually confronts.” I didn’t 
expect a response to my article that would rebut critiques 
the authors wished to receive but not the ones I actually 
made. 

In my essay, I tried to show that the establishment 
consensus disincentivizes Israeli withdrawals. If Israel 
withdraws according to the framework of an agreement it 
made with the Palestinians, it’s not supposed to actually 
expect the other side of the agreement to be held up (see 
under, extraditions or, more recently, vaccinations). If it 
withdraws unilaterally and asks for nothing in return, it is 
still somehow considered an occupier under a new 
purpose-built definition of the word. If it begins a staged 
withdrawal, with further stages of withdrawal contingent 
on a final-status agreement, then any failure to reach an 
agreement is definitionally Israel’s fault, and the long 
duration of the interim arrangements is a stain on Israel 
alone. 

More on that last point. As I said originally, “If the 
complicated and unwieldy interim status quo remains in 
place because of the rejection of a final agreement by the 
other side, Israel is solely responsible for those 
inconveniences.” This refers to the awkward, overlapping, 
and complex arrangement of powers in the West Bank 
into Areas A, B, and C (and H1 and H2, but let’s leave that 
aside for now) left over from the Oslo II agreement. This 
interim arrangement was supposed to last for five years, at 
most, until final-status talks produced a permanent 
settlement. As an interim arrangement, this arrangement 
might have made sense, but as a stable status quo for 
twenty-five years, its complicated geography, confusingly 
shared powers, and challenging legal structure have been 
extremely problematic. 

Koplow latches on to my use of the term “status quo” 
to launch into a broadside on settlement construction. But 
the term there refers only to the complex legal geography 
of Areas A, B, and C, something settlement construction 
hasn’t changed in the slightest, happening as it does only in 
Area C. Somehow, he derived from that description that I 
argue that Israel is in a “holding pattern,” though, as with 
the claim that I believe the CNAS report is pure Oslo, I 
can’t find the basis for this anywhere in my essay. 

The same goes for another feature of Koplow’s 
argument. He writes that “Israel’s government has now for 
the first time publicly advocated for unilateral West Bank 

annexation.” But this isn’t true at all. Every Israeli 
government since 1967 has maintained that in a final peace 
agreement it intended to annex some of the West Bank 
territory conquered from Jordan. In 1977, the Likud swept 
into power on a platform of annexing all the West Bank 
(this never happened). Rabin fully expected that parts of 
the West Bank would become part of Israel at the end of 
the interim process. And the qualifier “unilateral” is doing 
less work than might be supposed. Ehud Barak publicly 
advocated unilaterally annexing at least 8% of the West 
Bank after the failure of Camp David and Taba. In 2006, 
the center-left coalition that took power under Kadima 
won an election on a platform of unilaterally withdrawing 
from some settlements deep in the West Bank and 
unilaterally annexing others close to the armistice line (also 
never happened). 

This same old anxiety about the same old annexation 
talk is part of the meta-narrative I discussed in my essay—
the one where Israel is always seen as “drifting rightward” 
even as its positions on political settlements with the 
Palestinians actually drift left. 

It’s important to note what is happening here. The 
peace-processor consensus responds to each new 
Palestinian rejection by moving the goalposts toward the 
Palestinians, as this is the only way to make sense of these 
rejections without having to come to terms with the real 
(and openly stated) reasons for them, namely the refusal to 
come to terms with the existence of a Jewish state and the 
insistence on irredentist demands like the right of return. 
Acknowledging Palestinian rejectionism as a cause of the 
diplomatic impasse means taking seriously what Palestinian 
leaders and public opinion have been telling us consistently 
for decades. It’s far easier to assume that talks failed in 
2000 (and 2001) (and 2007) (and 2008) (and 2013) (and 
2014) because what Israel agreed to wasn’t enough. 

But rather than justifying this moving of the goalposts 
with a coherent argument about conflict resolution, the 
consensus simply denies that any such shift has happened. 
The peace processors are on a moving train, but convinced 
the platform is pulling away from them. 

Pretending that radically altered positions have always 
been part of the consensus is also integral to the 
“inexorable rightward shift of Israeli society” narrative. It 
is why referring to the supposed rightward shift in 
positions regarding the occupation, Palestinian statehood, 
and Jerusalem rather than the real and dramatic leftward 
shift that has actually taken place in the positions of the 
Israeli public and elites is such a crucial token of 
membership in the peace processor guild. (By this I mean 
that it’s not just a question of bourgeois American Jews 
needing to look down on their Israeli cousins, and on the 
elements of the wider American Jewish public that some 
of them seem obsessively embarrassed about and resentful 
of—though, of course, it is that too.) 

The question that the CNAS report never answers—in 
the process serving as an excellent example of what the 
peace processors never deign to acknowledge—is why 
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exactly the baseline terms of any agreements need to be so 
much better for the Palestinians and so much worse for 
the Israelis than the rejected offers of Camp David and 
Taba. I should think this would merit a discussion 
somewhere in the CNAS report, and, failing that, 
somewhere in Koplow’s response. Since it apparently 
didn’t, I’ll repeat here what is the central thesis of my 
essay: there is no theory of peace process, no coherent 
notion of mediation, and no precedent in conflict 
resolution that would indicate that this dynamic could 
work. I ask in the essay if there is any other example in the 
history of mediation where the side that rejects a peace 
offer, initiates a violent confrontation, and is defeated in 
that confrontation gets offered better terms. Is there any 
theory of peace process, any doctrine of mediation that 
holds that this is a path that could lead to a resolution of 
conflict? Would it be tried in any other arena? Of course 
not. The idea that it could work runs counter to any and all 
accumulated knowledge we have about conflict mediation 
and resolution. You do not need to know anything about 
Arabs, Jews, or Americans to comprehend that, and in fact 
the less you know about them the clearer this conclusion 
becomes. 

How, then, has this strange view come about? Here I’d 
like to expand on my essay a bit. The perverse incentives 
of Israeli-Palestinian diplomacy became entrenched not in 
the 1990s—the Oslo years—or in the 2010s—the Obama 
years that I supposedly loathe—but in the decade in 
between, the 2000s. 

In the 1990s each Israeli withdrawal from the West 
Bank was celebrated as a “liberation” by Arafat, and the 
attendant security loss Israelis faced on their buses and in 
their markets were seen by dispassionate foreign-policy 
types as a calculated and necessary risk. But after 2000, and 
increasingly so as memories faded, only talk of Israel’s 
long-term occupation became considered relevant. The 

complexities of Areas A, B, and C were no longer seen as 
an interim situation agreed upon by both parties but some 
devious Israeli architecture of control. Even a complete 
Israeli withdrawal, as happened in Gaza in 2005, was 
redefined in this period as an occupation on account of 
Israel’s partial blockade, which actually only began two 
years later after the Hamas coup. Meanwhile, the rush for 
“daylight” in 2009 depended on reneging on the very 
commitment a previous administration had made to Israel 
in exchange for unilateral withdrawal. This approach may 
very well have been cathartic for some in Washington, but 
it certainly never managed to incentivize any further Israeli 
withdrawals. And it was in the same decade that the 
consensus practice of meeting each Palestinian rejection 
with better terms as a baseline became the norm too. Does 
any of this incentivize a termination of belligerency on the 
part of the Palestinians? Or does it accomplish the 
opposite? Here too, the results are unequivocal. 

There is nothing in the CNAS report to indicate that 
these lessons have been learned, and nothing in Koplow’s 
response to my critique of the report to indicate that its 
authors have dedicated much thought about them. Now, 
just because something has never worked in the past 
doesn’t mean it can’t work in the future. But the burden of 
proof lies with those who ask us to ignore precedent, 
theory, and centuries of accumulated knowledge. Instead 
they reveal themselves in thrall to a moral impulse. A 
moral impulse is hard to refute, harder still to falsify. But a 
moral impulse that is too embarrassed to state itself clearly 
in moral terms is probably not a very good one to begin 
with. The moral embarrassment about Israel is, to use a 
term of Koplow’s he applies to me, the “tell.” 
Mr. Mor is a researcher at the Israel Democracy Institute and a 
research fellow at the Chaikin Center for Geostrategy and the Herzl 
Institute for the Study of Zionism, both at the University of Haifa. 

 
Settlements Are Not the Obstacle to Peace, Just a Two-State Solution 
By Mitchell Bard    algemeiner.com  February 26, 2021  

Shany Mor wrote a useful if not very original article in 
Mosaic on the history and failure of peace processors and 
the implications for their return under the Biden 
administration. What was more striking was that while 
arguing that settlements are not the obstacle to peace, Mor 
distorts the facts and denies the reality of the demographic, 
geographic, and political changes that make a two-state 
solution impossible. 

According to Mor’s analysis, the question of whether a 
two-state solution is possible was settled by Israel’s offers 
in 2000, 2001, and 2008 to withdraw from more than 90% 
of the West Bank and evacuate most settlements. He 
correctly states that the failure of those proposals was due 
to Palestinian rejection. 

He then dismisses the idea that “time is running out” 
for a two-state solution and strangely claims that “all the 
dramatic changes happened well before Oslo and very little 
… has happened since.” Mor argues the “land built up by 

settlements” and the “number of settlements” changed 
most dramatically between 1967 and 1993; therefore, if it 
was possible to offer the Palestinians a state then it is still 
possible today. 

He concludes that if there really was a concern that the 
point of no return was approaching, it is the Palestinians, 
not the Israelis, who should be pressured to compromise. 
He is correct that failure to understand this is a historic 
failing of the peace processors. 

The Palestinians should have recognized on their own 
that time was running out. I would argue that this was the 
reason they agreed to the Oslo Accords. They were never 
prepared, however, to abandon their dream of a state from 
the river to the sea. So long as they refused to give up that 
fantasy, their only hope for stopping the growth of 
settlements was pressure from the United States or 
Europe. The former was unwilling and the latter unable to 
deliver. 
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Mor asserts that the number of settlers is irrelevant; “it 
is the number of settlements, the demographic balance 
between Israelis and Palestinians in the territories,” and 
“the percentage of built-up land” that really matters. He is 
wrong. It is the number of settlers and where they live that 
is most important to the demise of the two-state formula 
of the peace processors. 

It is true that the number of settlers and settlements 
increased most dramatically from 1967 to 1993, which is 
not surprising given that the starting point was zero. By 
the time of the 1993 Oslo agreement, roughly 130,000 
Jews lived in more than 100 settlements in the West Bank. 
Nevertheless, it was Palestinian terrorism, not settlements, 
that scuttled the peace process. 

By Camp David in 2000, the number of settlers had 
jumped to 200,000. Israel insisted that 80% of the Jews in 
Judea and Samaria should live in the “consensus” 
settlement blocs near the Green Line, which even the 
Palestinians were prepared to see Israel annex. The 
assumption, which was unreasonable even then, was that 
the other 20% — 40,000 people — would move to the 
blocs or inside the current borders for the chance to have 
peace. Of course, the Palestinians rejected the deal, so the 
issue was moot. 

The situation grew worse for the Palestinians by 2008 
when Abbas also rejected a deal for a Palestinian state in 
nearly the entire West Bank with most settlements 
evacuated. At that time, the number of settlers was 
275,000. 

Just three years earlier, Israel evacuated all 9,000 Jews 
from the Gaza Strip, which was one of the most 
emotionally gut-wrenching events in Israel’s history. 
Though some analysts had warned of a civil war, the 
disengagement was completed more easily than expected; 
nevertheless, it gave a preview of the difficulty of 
removing Jews from the West Bank. 

For Mor to suggest that nothing has dramatically 
changed since then ignores the dramatic increase in the 
settlement population. True, relatively few new settlements 
have been built, but the number today is 131 with a 
population of 475,000. It is incredulous to think that a 
two-state solution is no more difficult today than it was 12 
years ago when the number of settlers was less than half 
what it is today. 

Mor is correct that it matters where the settlements are  

as well, but he only thinks about the land area of those 
communities rather than their location. All you have to do 
is look at a map to see how settlements scattered 
throughout the West Bank and surrounding the Palestinian 
areas make it impossible to create the Palestinian state 
envisioned by the peace processors. 

Moreover, instead of 80% of the settlers living in the 
five “consensus blocs,” today that figure is closer to 70%. 
This means that an agreement to dismantle the settlements 
outside the blocs would require the relocation of roughly 
140,000 people. 

Hence, contrary to Mor’s assertion, the settlements 
have grown to the point of no return — at least to satisfy 
the pre-Trump peace proposals. The Trump plan offered 
the Palestinians a state and Israel would not have had to 
evacuate a single settlement, but if the Palestinians were 
not prepared to accept a state in 97% of the West Bank as 
Ehud Barak offered, there was no chance they would 
accept one in 70%. 

I have said many times that Arafat and Abbas are the 
real fathers of the settlements. Their growth would not be 
possible without Palestinian irredentism. The Palestinians 
have not changed their position that a Jewish state cannot 
exist in “Palestine” since they rejected Peel’s partition plan 
in 1937. Meanwhile, the number of settlers grows. 

Mor is happy to acknowledge the Palestinian 
responsibility for the absence of peace but ignores the 
changes in the Israeli mindset caused by the 
disengagement or, more accurately, the perception of its 
failure. Israeli attitudes have hardened and today there is a 
greater demand for ironclad security guarantees to prevent 
the creation of Hamastan, less faith in the Palestinians 
accepting any peace agreement, little support for a mass 
evacuation of settlements, and more acceptance of the 
status quo. 

Perhaps the best indication of the shift is the near total 
absence of any discussion of the Palestinian issue in this or 
the past three elections. This does not mean Israelis do not 
want peace but, combined with the settlement population, 
it does mean the possibility of a two-state solution is at or 
near zero. 
Mr. Bard is a foreign-policy analyst and an authority on US-Israel 
relations who has written and edited 22 books, including “The Arab 
Lobby,” “Death to the Infidels: Radical Islam’s War Against the 
Jews,” and “After Anatevka: Tevye in Palestine.” 

 
The moral high ground cannot replace foreign policy 
By  Prof. Eyal Zisser    israelhayom.com  February 28, 2021 
Washington is facing a hard choice: Does it side with 
Saudi Arabia, a longtime ally, and try to get it to 
redeem its ways through poignant dialogue; or does it 
they choose Iran, the sworn enemy of all that America 
stands for. 

A month after taking office US President Joe Biden 
has decided to no longer sit on the sidelines in the Middle 
East and make a show of force – one that can only be 
mounted by a world power the likes of the United States. 

However, it is not Iran – the aggressive force seeking 
the destabilize the region – that Washington has it its 
sights, but Saudi Arabia, a longtime ally of the US, which 
has been dealing Riyadh one blow after another in recent 
weeks. 

First, the Americans removed the Houthi rebels in 
Yemen from the list of terrorist organizations, despite the 
fact that the Houthis – an Iranian proxy on a par with 
Hezbollah in Lebanon – are waging a war of attrition 
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against Saudi Arabia and could very well turn their Iranian 
weapons against Israel, as well. 

Saudi King Salman, much like Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu, had to wait far too long for the 
traditional call from the incoming president. 

Now, it what seems to be adding insult to injury, a US 
intelligence report has determined that Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman had approved an operation to 
capture or kill journalist Jamal Khashoggi, a critic of the 
royal family, in 2018 in the Saudi Consulate in Istanbul, 
citing the crown prince's control of decision-making in 
Gulf kingdom. 

While the Biden administration did not penalize the 
crown prince personally, it did impose visa restrictions on 
76 Saudis "believed to have been engaged in threatening 
dissidents overseas, including but not limited to the 
Khashoggi killing." 

In the Middle East, the American measures are 
interpreted as a renunciation of the royal family. This is 
not too far off from the policy the US adopted vis-à-vis 
the Shah of Iran in the late 1970s, thereby contributing to 
the fall of his regime and rise of the ayatollahs. 

One hopes that the Saudi royal family would rise to 
the challenge and not repeat the mistake of the Shah, who 
relied on the US to help him in time of need. 

Biden administration officials may be trying to come  

off like a group of boy scouts but they must understand 
that asserting the moral high ground cannot replace 
foreign policy nor can it substitute state interests. 

The illusion of being able to "fix" the Middle East 
failed miserably a decade ago and the Arab Spring, for 
which the Americans had high hopes, had calamitous 
implications. 

Moreover, the US must also consider the alternatives: 
do they choose Saudi Arabia, a longtime ally, and try to get 
it to redeem its ways through a secret and poignant 
dialogue; or do they choose Iran, the sworn enemy of all 
that America stands for. 

The Saudis most likely eliminated a dissident journalist 
– many regimes have done the same, be they allies or foes 
of the United States, which itself has some similar 
incidents in the past. 

The only mistake the Saudis made was getting caught 
by Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan – a champion 
of democracy if ever there was one. 

Those seeking the United States' friendship must 
understand the sensitivities of the administration, which 
pays great attention to media and public opinions. But 
when this administration sets put to "right the world" by 
"destroying the old world," it must understand that its 
actions have consequences. 
Visit suburbanorthodox.org for the current issue. 

 
China Poses a Growing Threat to U.S. Interests in the Middle East 
By Eyck Freymann    foreignpolicy.com   February 25, 2021 
Killing Lokman Slim was a way to test Western It has 
allied with Iran, Hizballah, and associated militias. 

For 12 years, the United States has been trying to 
disengage from the Middle East. Regional powers, 
including Iran, Israel, Russia, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, 
have responded by seeking new allies and competing more 
fiercely with one another. But beyond the headlines, China 
has been the biggest winner in the post-U.S. Middle East. 
Beijing was already the largest buyer of the region’s oil. 
Now, without fanfare, it has become the only outside 
power that has strong political and trading ties with every 
major country there. 

For Washington, this means the Middle East is 
reemerging as an arena of great-power competition. 
China’s growing influence in the Middle East does not yet 
directly threaten any vital U.S. interests. Yet China’s 
deepening alignment with Iran and friendly links to anti-
American Shiite militia groups is concerning and poses 
long-term risks to U.S. forces, partnerships, and 
commercial access. The Biden administration should 
impose costs on China and Iran to keep their budding 
strategic partnership from growing unchecked. It should 
also recognize that most of its Middle Eastern allies and 
partners—including Israel and the Gulf states—are 
determined not to take sides in a U.S.-Chinese geopolitical 
rivalry. 

China began searching for a new strategic 
concept for engagement with the Middle East soon 

after the Obama administration announced its “pivot to 
Asia” in 2011. In 2012, Wang Jisi, China’s most prominent 
foreign-policy commentator, proposed a concept he called 
“marching westward.” “As Washington rebalances to 
Asia,” he wrote, “the relationship between the United 
States and China has become increasingly contentious and 
zero-sum.” And as competition in maritime Asia heated 
up, Wang predicted, Central Asia and the Middle East 
would become newly open to engagement with China. The 
inevitable U.S. withdrawal from the Middle East even 
represented a potential “win-win,” Wang argued, because 
the United States was “desperate for China’s assistance in 
stabilizing Afghanistan and Pakistan.” 

Wang’s essay was published just prior to the Chinese 
Communist Party’s 18th Party Congress, when Xi Jinping 
was to be elevated to the top job, and it foreshadowed the 
strategic logic, slogans, and financing concepts that would 
soon be institutionalized in the form of One Belt One 
Road, later called the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Yet 
reactions to Wang’s explicit focus on the Middle East were 
harsh and immediate. In a response essay, scholar Xian 
Xiao argued that China should prioritize its neighbors first 
and avoid spreading its resources too thinly. After a line or 
two of personal praise for Wang, Xian launched into a 
devastating critique. “What does ‘West’ refer to?” he 
asked. “From the perspective of distance, first the western 
neighboring countries, followed by the Middle East 
countries which are moderately far, and then the distant 
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African countries.” Xian went on to argue that Wang was 
encouraging China to overextend itself in strategic 
sinkholes—much as, by implication, the United States had 
done in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Another critique of Wang’s proposal argued that 
“marching westward” would antagonize the other great 
powers. Scholar Jiye Zhang, writing in the Global Times in 
2013, argued that the strategy would damage relations with 
Russia, India, and the United States and lead China to 
invest in “hazardous areas.” China should not “take a big 
step in, but rather judge the strategic risks and construct a 
strategic plan to fully grasp its ‘westward move.’” 

In short, many Chinese foreign-policy intellectuals 
were deeply concerned about the risks that a high-profile 
Chinese project resembling the BRI could backfire in the 
Middle East. Chinese strategists saw the logic of leveraging 
the country’s economic power for political benefit, but 
they feared getting caught in the region’s tangled web of 
national and sectarian rivalries. History, indeed, suggests 
that avoiding such an outcome is no easy task. The Middle 
East has been a sinkhole for many outside empires over 
the centuries, including the United States, Britain, Russia, 
and France. 

In the Middle East, Beijing tries to keep its deals 
out of the headlines as much as possible. 

These considerations explain why China has 
approached the BRI differently in the Middle East than in 
every other region. In Africa, Central Asia, Southeast Asia, 
and South America, China usually touts its deal-making 
with media fanfare and red-carpet photo-ops. In the 
Middle East, by contrast, Beijing tries to keep its deals out 
of the headlines as much as possible. Little has been 
written, for example, about how the Abu Dhabi sovereign 
wealth fund is investing in SenseTime, the Chinese 
artificial intelligence company famous for its facial 
recognition software. Most of China’s BRI agreements 
with Middle Eastern countries have never been released in 
full—in English, Mandarin, or the local language. The 
China-Iran $400 billion comprehensive strategic 
partnership is known to the public only because it was 
leaked. 

If China’s goal is to achieve influence without 
entanglement in the Middle East, the BRI is succeeding 
brilliantly. The list of countries that have endorsed the BRI 
and committed in one form or another to partnering with 
it includes Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, 
and the United Arab Emirates. That alone should be a 
wake-up call to Washington. These countries agree on 
almost nothing—but they all want closer ties with China. 

Most problematic for U.S. national interests is the 
strategic partnership between China and Iran. Iranian 
domestic politics is divided between a moderately pro-
China reformist faction and an ultra-pro-China hard-liner 
faction that has enthusiastically embraced the BRI. The 
Trump administration’s “maximum pressure” Iran policy 
has empowered the hard-liners. China-Iran relations have 
been friendly for decades, but they improved rapidly 
during Donald Trump’s presidency. China has made large 

purchases of Iranian crude oil and sold telecom supplies to 
Iran, in violation of sanctions, and it is currently 
negotiating an agreement for Jask, a port outside the Strait 
of Hormuz. The two countries were supposed to conduct 
joint naval exercises in the Indian Ocean last week. (China 
pulled out at the last minute, citing its New Years’ holiday.) 
Whether or not the money materializes on the promised 
timetable, the expectation of Chinese backing will induce 
Tehran to drive a harder bargain in nuclear negotiations 
with the Biden administration. 

Shiite groups across the region are attracted to China 
for similar reasons—they see it as a strategic counterweight 
to the United States. In Iraq, the electricity minister wrote 
in October 2019 that “China is our primary option as a 
strategic partner in the long run.” Shiite paramilitary 
groups from Iraq and Syria (Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq) to 
Lebanon (Hezbollah) have repeatedly praised China and 
solicited Chinese investments as a rebuke to the United 
States. 

Surprisingly, this has not provoked an anti-China 
reaction in the region’s major Sunni states. Saudi Arabia 
has launched a program to teach Chinese as a third 
language in all schools and universities. Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, and Kuwait have all hired Huawei 
to build their 5G telecom infrastructure, in defiance of 
U.S. pressure. The UAE was the first foreign country to 
grant emergency approval to Sinopharm’s COVID-19 
vaccine. Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al 
Maktoum tweeted a photo of himself ostensibly getting the 
jab. 

Remarkably, China has paid only a small diplomatic 
price in the Middle East for its gross human rights abuses 
against its own Muslim minorities. In 2019, Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman was praised on his trip to 
Beijing. The two countries signed several big commercial 
deals, and the rising leader praised China’s domestic “anti-
terrorism” policies—a tacit endorsement of the crackdown 
on the Uyghurs. Only a few years ago, Turkey was a 
prominent defender of the Uyghurs, a Turkic people that 
has a substantial diaspora in Istanbul. But in the past year, 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has gone silent 
on the issue, and Turkish police have allegedly arrested 
hundreds of Uyghur refugees at China’s behest. As the 
Turkish economy slides ever deeper into crisis, Erdogan is 
relying more than ever on Chinese investment and trade. 

Even Israel is resisting U.S. pressure to limit its 
commercial interactions with China. A Chinese state-
owned enterprise has a 25-year operational lease on the 
Israeli port at Haifa. This month, the Israeli government 
rejected a U.S. request to inspect the facility. China is also 
investing hundreds of millions of dollars per year in the 
Israeli tech sector, despite the Trump administration’s 
months-long charm offensive to persuade Israel to pull 
away. 

At present, China’s growing influence in the 
Middle East does not directly threaten any major U.S. 
interest. In a sense, this describes a general feature of the 
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region: The United States just has fewer national interests 
in the Middle East today than it did a decade or two ago. 

However, China’s activities bear indirectly on multiple 
interests in ways worth considering and responding to. 
Iran’s bid for nuclear weapons is the most important. For 
U.S. national security and the survival of U.S. allies, it is 
vitally important to get Iran back into compliance with the 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action or a new, enforceable 
nuclear deal. Insofar as China’s budding investment 
partnership with Iran gives the regime leverage in these 
negotiations or China’s purchases of Iranian oil buy time 
for a nuclear enrichment sprint, the United States must 
push back. This could include interdicting vessels carrying 
illicit cargoes and enforcing secondary sanctions. 

The United States also has an extremely important 
interest in preventing China from establishing an 
authoritarian geopolitical bloc or becoming an exporter of 
techno-authoritarian tools. Washington has few clean ways 
to prevent the gradual detente between Beijing, Moscow, 
and Tehran, but it can certainly impose costs on countries 
that acquire arms or surveillance capabilities from China, 
just as it sanctioned Turkey for buying Russian S-400s. 

Finally, the United States has an extremely important 
interest in preventing China from backing Hezbollah and 

hostile Shiite factions in Iraq that threaten U.S. allies and 
assets in the region. China did not unleash the torrent of 
investment in Lebanon that Hezbollah requested last 
summer, but the United States should continue to 
communicate to Beijing that it will face costs if it backs 
Hezbollah. In geopolitically sensitive cases such as 
Lebanon’s, Washington may need to lean on the 
International Monetary Fund to loosen the purse strings. 

Beijing knows it is walking a fine line, trying to acquire 
influence while steering clear of the region’s complex 
national rivalries and sectarian conflicts. The status quo in 
the Middle East basically works in China’s favor. The 
United States spends enormous sums to combat extremist 
groups and protect freedom of navigation in the region, 
and China benefits in the form of stable oil prices. What 
China wants is to preserve this arrangement while 
gradually acquiring the ability to pressure individual 
countries to bend its way. Although there is no immediate 
threat to U.S. interests here, China’s ability to quietly 
attract willing partners in the Middle East is surprising and 
deserves closer scrutiny. In the long term, the United 
States should not be content to underwrite the regional 
security order if Beijing will be its primary beneficiary. 

 
What the Israeli Supreme Court’s Conversion Ruling Means, and Why It Matters 
By Haviv Rettig Gur    timesofisrael.com   March 1, 2021
Especially with an election on the way. 

Israel’s High Court of Justice issued a groundbreaking 
ruling on Monday that will mean formal recognition by the 
state to non-Orthodox Jewish communities in the country 
— and likely spark a dramatic uptick in the country’s 
religious culture wars and, quite possibly, a move in the 
Knesset to clip the wings of the court. 

But first, what the decision doesn’t do: it does not 
require the Haredi-controlled state rabbinate to recognize 
Reform and Conservative conversions. Only the Interior 
Ministry must do so. 

And even there, the decision only slightly expands the 
scope of the Interior Ministry’s existing recognition for 
those conversions. After all, the Interior Ministry has for 
two decades formally accepted Reform and Conservative 
conversions conducted overseas as conferring the right to 
citizenship under the Law of Return. 

Monday’s ruling is, in a sense, very narrow. It instructs 
the Interior Ministry (but not the rabbinate) to recognize 
as Jewish for the purposes of immigration (but for no 
other purposes, such as marriage or burial) only those few 
Reform and Conservative conversions conducted each 
year inside Israel. That’s the change. 

As of Monday, a non-Jewish non-Israeli living in Israel 
who converts to Judaism in the Conservative or Reform 
religious streams and then asks to become a citizen based 
on the Law of Return will have their conversion 
recognized by non-religious state bodies as conferring on 
them that right. 

Why, then, all the fuss? Why are Haredi parties 

warning of dire consequences and vowing to legislate to 
weaken the court’s powers in response? 

Two reasons. First, in recognizing for the first time 
conversions done inside Israel, the State of Israel will 
necessarily be recognizing in a formal way the Reform and 
Conservative movements themselves, the institutions that 
are doing or have done the converting. Second, coming 
just 22 days before the election, the ruling promises to 
become a rallying cry for religious conservatives and 
liberals alike. 

Recognition 
Exceedingly few people are likely to be affected by the 

ruling. 
In 2005, the High Court recognized what are known 

as “giyurei kfitzah,” literally “hop conversions,” as granting 
immigration rights under the law of return. “Hop 
conversions” are carried out by converts who live and 
study for their conversion in Israel, then “hop” overseas to 
conduct the official conversion ceremony in a Diaspora 
community in order to get Israeli state recognition. 

In the most prosaic and practical terms, the new ruling 
merely spares the prospective convert/immigrant a short 
trip abroad. 

But the decision nevertheless does something 
profound for the Reform and Conservative movements. 

For two decades, the state has recognized overseas 
conversions as conferring immigration rights according to 
a test established by the High Court, often called the 
“recognized community” test. That is, Interior Ministry 
officials are asked to ascertain if the convert received their 
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conversion in a Jewish community that is recognized as 
such by the rest of the Jewish communities in their country 
or region. (It’s a bit more complex than that, with several 
agencies and organizations doing the recognizing, but the 
details aren’t relevant here.) 

The key point: That “recognized community” test has 
now been expanded to Israel. 

The Jewish state has long refused to recognize the 
institutions of the Reform and Conservative movements in 
the country, a shunning rooted in the political power of 
the ultra-Orthodox and religious-Zionist political parties. 

That wall of rejection has seen cracks over the years. 
In founding the Ne’eman Committee in 1997, a first-term 
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for the first time 
appointed a Reform and a Conservative representative, 
rabbis Uri Regev and Reuven Hammer, respectively, to an 
official state committee. 

Since then, Reform and Conservative representatives 
played key roles in the development of the Western Wall 
compromise that would have established a permanent 
egalitarian section at the holy site, with joint oversight 
including non-Orthodox representatives. The plan won 
cabinet approval in January 2016 but was canceled by 
Netanyahu in June 2017, after his Haredi coalition partners 
protested the plan’s official recognition of the liberal 
religious streams. (The prayer pavilion itself was opened in 
2013, and is in constant use.) 

Now, for the first time in a formal and specific way, 
the Jewish state that has refused to recognize the 
institutions of the Reform and Conservative movements 
will officially acknowledge those institutions as a 
“recognized community” able to confer immigration rights 
on their converts. 

For the first time, Israel will officially see and engage 
with the liberal streams inside the country. 

‘Freedom of religion for Jews’ 
The ruling also comes three weeks before an election 

already shaped by the religious culture wars. 
Secular-Haredi tensions have risen over the past year, 

exacerbated by the flouting of social-distancing restrictions 
in some Haredi communities. 

The Yisrael Beytenu party, for example, adopted “End 
Haredi rule” as its campaign slogan. 

Opposition leader Yair Lapid of secularist Yesh Atid 
party welcomed Monday’s decision with a call for Israel to 
institute “complete equality of rights for all streams of 
Judaism – Orthodox, Reform or Conservative,” and 
promised a government led by him would “put an end to 
the ridiculous situation whereby Israel is the only 
democracy in the world without freedom of religion for 
Jews.” 

And what of the religious right? 
“The High Court’s decision to recognize Reform and 

Conservative conversions is mistaken, very unfortunate, 
and will cause deep division and dissension in the 
country,” lamented Shas party leader Aryeh Deri, who is 
also the interior minister, and so must now implement the 
court’s decision. 

Never fear, Deri said in a statement, “I promise to 
amend the law so that only conversion according to Jewish 
law is recognized by the State of Israel.” 

The ruling Likud party also issued a statement, though 
it was so vague that it was hard to know what was being 
promised or threatened. 

The statement, in a tweet several hours after the 
ruling, read: “The High Court issued a ruling that 
endangers the Law of Return, which is a foundational 
pillar of the State of Israel as a Jewish and democratic 
state. Only a vote for Likud will ensure a stable right-wing 
government that will restore sovereignty to the people and 
the Knesset.” 

Prominent right-leaning pundit Amit Segal translated 
the vague promises for the uninitiated: “After the 
elections, prepare for the return of the ‘supersession 
clause,'” a bill long favored by the right that would grant 
the Knesset the power to overturn High Court rulings. 

Very little is likely to change in the life of Reform and 
Conservative converts because of Monday’s ruling. But 
Israel itself will change. 

If the ruling stands, it will mark a watershed in state 
recognition for Jewish religious options long rejected by 
Orthodox political parties and the state rabbinic apparatus. 

If a religious-right government is spurred by the 
decision to legislate a “supersession clause,” that too 
would mark a watershed in the balance of power between 
the Knesset and the High Court. 

 
To Israel, converts are still just a political football 
By Seth Farber      forward.com   March 3, 202  
This week, Israeli converts to Judaism found 
themselves once more caught in a political power 
struggle between Israel’s religious right and left. 
 After 15 years of waiting for the Knesset to find a 
legislative solution to Israel’s conversion crisis, the 
Supreme Court dropped a legal bombshell by issuing a 
verdict requiring Israel’s Interior Ministry to recognize 
Reform and Conservative conversions in Israel for 
purposes of Israeli citizenship. 

On the same day, during a Religion-and-State Debate 
sponsored by ITIM, the organization I direct, Knesset 
Member Yitzhak Pindros of the ultra-Orthodox United 

Torah Judaism party claimed that women who convert to 
Judaism through the Israel Defense Forces’ conversion 
program are not Jewish, and that the families of the Jewish 
men they marry in the future should sit shiva for their 
sons. 

Both developments came at a politically fraught 
moment, with weeks to go before national elections. 

A bit of background is necessary to understand why 
the conversion issue has become so controversial in Israel. 

The story begins with the mass immigration of Jews 
from the former Soviet Union to Israel in the 1990s. Many 
of the roughly one million Soviets who became Israeli 
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citizens were Jewish according to traditional Jewish law 
when they arrived in Israel, meaning they could establish 
that they had Jewish mothers. 

Others were not. However, Israel’s Law of Return, 
more liberal than the traditional law, allows individuals to 
become citizens if they have just one Jewish parent, 
grandparent or spouse. 

As a result, there are now close to a half-million 
Israelis whose families were persecuted in the former 
Soviet Union for being Jewish, who serve in the IDF and 
contribute to Israeli society, whom Israel’s Chief 
Rabbinate does not consider Jewish. 

To further complicate matters, the authority 
responsible for implementing the Law of Return is the 
Interior Ministry, which has for many years been headed 
by an ultra-Orthodox political leader, and increasingly has 
taken its cues from the Rabbinate. 

With regard to individuals who have converted to 
Judaism, the Law of Return allows converts who 
converted in “recognized communities” to emigrate, 
although it took a Supreme Court decision in the late 
1980s to certify that Reform communities around the 
world met that criterion. Still, even after that court 
decision, the Interior Ministry and Chief Rabbinate refused 
to recognize converts from overseas who did not come 
from specific Orthodox communities, and the Rabbinate 
refused to perform marriages for them. (This problem is 
ongoing. Just a few years ago, the Rabbinate rejected a 
conversion performed by Rabbi Haskel Lookstein, one of 
the most prominent Orthodox rabbis in America, and only 
overturned its decision on appeal.) 

The obvious solution to all these challenges would 
have been to create an Israeli conversion program sensitive 
to and supportive of the diverse community of immigrants 
who were not considered Jewish or whose Jewishness was 
in doubt. 

Instead, in 2000, beholden to ultra-Orthodox political 
parties, the government ceded responsibility over the 
conversion issue to a State Conversion Authority, which it 
placed under the guidance of the Chief Rabbinate. 

Since then, the Authority has held a virtual monopoly 
over state-sanctioned conversions in Israel. It has been 
widely criticized not only for operating exclusively 
according to ultra-Orthodox standards, but for 
discouraging potential converts and discriminating against 
immigrants — and running an inefficient bureaucracy, to 
boot. 

In response, the Orthodox, Conservative and Reform 
Movements in Israel have each established and developed 
more inclusive, alternative conversion programs. (In 2015, 
I helped establish Giyur K’Halacha, an Orthodox 

conversion court network that specifically sought to ease 
the conversion issue for Soviet immigrants and their 
children.) But state recognition of non-governmental 
conversions has remained a challenge, and the Chief 
Rabbinate, buttressed by ultra-Orthodox political parties, 
has ruthlessly fought to retain control over the issue. 

Now we arrive in 2021. The Israeli public, long angry 
with the ultra-Orthodox community’s hold on political 
power and denunciation of IDF enlistment, is even more 
frustrated by some of its sects’ violation of COVID health 
protocols. The upcoming elections threaten to weaken the 
ultra-Orthodox parties’ significance to any new 
government coalition. And the conversion pot the 
government has kept at a simmer for nearly two decades 
has reached a boiling point. 

Then, the Supreme Court issues its decision requiring 
the state to recognize the Reform and Conservative 
Movements’ conversion courts. Ironically, in doing so, it 
relies on a legal precedent set when the state recognized a 
conversion performed by a non-governmental ultra-
Orthodox conversion court in the ultra-Orthodox city of 
Bnei Brak. (The conversions of the Giyur K’Halacha 
network are also recognized by the state on this basis.) 

From a legal perspective, the decision rightly reflects 
and respects the diversity of the Jewish community. It 
recognizes that no one version of Judaism should hold 
sway over all others. And it extends hope that Israel’s State 
religious establishment can be pushed toward greater 
inclusivity over time. 

But the fact that Israel’s civil courts had to intervene 
to attempt to solve a problem that was created by the 
religious establishment, and should have been fixed by 
legislation and negotiation, illustrates just how political this 
religious issue has become. Nothing could make this point 
more clearly than Yitzhak Pindros’ shameful statement 
about female soldiers who convert, a statement that defies 
halachic decisions—including those of some ultra-
Orthodox leaders—in order to retain a hold on political 
power. 

Those most hurt by the politicization of this religious 
issue are Israel’s converts and potential converts. One can 
only hope that going forward, the religious establishment 
will recognize the need to provide reasonable conversion 
alternatives to bring people closer to Jewish tradition, 
rather than build walls and wait for the civil courts to 
breach them. 
Mr. Farber is an Orthodox rabbi and Founder and Director of 
ITIM, which works to make Israel’s religious establishment 
inclusive, and of Giyur K’Halacha, Israel’s largest non-governmental 
conversion court network. 

 
Rather Than Help Palestinian Refugees, Arab Leaders and Their Western Enablers Have Used Them as 
a Weapon to Defeat Israel 
By Matti Friedman    jewishreviewofbooks.com  Winter 20211
The war of return. When I started reporting on Israel for the international 

press, I was made aware of linguistic quirks unique to this 
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particular beat. One good example was the word 
“settlement,” which, in ordinary usage, means “a small 
village,” an isolated community out of Little House on the 
Prairie or perhaps colonial Rhodesia—but which we often 
used to describe suburban towns of 50,000 in the West 
Bank or certain neighborhoods in Jerusalem. A typical 
reader of the English language envisioned one thing, while 
the reality was another. Another quirk was our use of the 
word “capital,” which we refused to apply to Jerusalem, 
even though Jerusalem is Israel’s official seat of 
government, and that is the meaning of the word, which 
has nothing to do with international recognition. Or there 
was the word “disputed,” which we weren’t allowed to use 
for the West Bank, even though there’s obviously a dispute 
over the territory—the word “disputed” would make it 
seem like Israel might have a case. Our vocabulary was a 
kind of political code. 

One of the most confusing examples was the word 
“refugee.” In describing the problems associated with the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, we regularly referred to 
“millions of Palestinian refugees,” summoning a clear 
image for Western readers—tents, camps, displaced 
people. The word “refugee” means “a person who flees 
for refuge or safety, especially to a foreign country,” but 
this wasn’t true of the vast majority of the people we were 
describing. So what were we talking about? 

That very good question is the subject of a very good 
book, The War of Return: How Western Indulgence of the 
Palestinian Dream Has Obstructed the Path to Peace, by 
the Israeli journalist Adi Schwartz and Einat Wilf, formerly 
a member of Knesset for Israel’s Labor Party. The authors, 
like most liberal Israelis (and like me), once believed the 
1990s-era Western narrative about Israeli-Palestinian 
peace: that the Palestinians would eventually be satisfied 
with a state alongside Israel, that everyone desired the 
same kind of progress, that maximalist rhetoric on the 
Arab side masked more modest goals, and that the 
Palestinian talk about millions of refugees and their “right 
of return” to Israel was a starting position that was bound 
to be bargained away. We were all wrong, and in this book, 
the authors set out to explain why. 

“Our book demonstrates,” they write, “that in the case 
of Israel and the Palestinians, decades of shuttling, strong-
arming the sides, and endless hours of negotiations came 
to naught because none of the diplomats or negotiators 
truly understood and dealt with the root causes of the 
conflict, choosing instead to turn away and focus on that 
which appeared easier.” The part that appeared easier, they 
believe, was the route of the future border—which chiefly 
meant pressuring Israel to remove settlements. But all 
along, the real root causes, Schwartz and Wilf argue, were 
the Palestinian refugees and the desire of Israel’s enemies 
to use them and their descendants to reverse the very 
creation of Israel. 

The War of Return isn’t a book about the refugees 
themselves. The authors don’t delve very deeply into the 
details of the genuine human tragedy of 1948—the 

uprooting of about 720,000 people amid the chaos of 
Israel’s war for independence, the shock of the Arab 
defeat, and the misery of a people living in limbo since 
then. Schwartz and Wilf are interested in the cold political 
use that has been made of the refugee issue by Israel’s 
enemies, and they present a political counterargument. 
They do so by tracing the evolution of the refugee 
problem—beginning not just from the 1948 war, but from 
the world of the first half of the 20th century, which was 
awash in displaced people of dozens of nationalities. There 
were the 1.2 million Greeks and 600,000 Turks of the 1924 
population exchange between those two states, for 
example, or the 12 million ethnic Germans who became 
refugees after World War II, the approximately 14 million 
refugees of the India/Pakistan partition. That’s not to 
speak of the displaced Poles of Western Ukraine, the 
ethnic Bulgarians and Greeks of the 1919 transfer, and 
other groups that have been almost completely forgotten. 

The transformation of the Palestinians into the world’s 
most famous and durable group of refugees, the authors 
write, had a lot to do with politics in the years immediately 
after 1948. This meant not just the Arab refusal to accept 
Israel’s existence, but the ulterior motives, misplaced 
sympathies, and naivete of some of the Western officials 
who set the contours of the conflict after Israel’s 
independence. Much in this part of The War of Return 
was new to me, particularly the Cold War’s importance in 
shaping refugee policy. The first years of Israel’s existence 
were also the ones in which the Arab world became an 
important arena of competition between the Western 
powers and the Soviet Union. If, wrote President Truman 
in 1948, “the Arabs are antagonized, they will go over into 
the Soviet camp.” And if Western funds weren’t funneled 
to the refugees, American officials worried, they could 
“provide fertile ground for social ferment and communist 
revolutions.” 

Israeli leaders first assumed that the Arab refugees 
would eventually be absorbed into neighboring Arab 
countries, like the even larger number of Jewish refugees 
being absorbed by Israel just then, and like the millions of 
other people in the 1940s who were homeless and were 
obviously never going back to their original homes. But 
Israel’s first intelligence agents, Arabic-speaking Jews who 
were already undercover in the Arab world in 1948 and 
1949, warned early on from Beirut and Amman that the 
refugees showed no inclination to resettle and that their 
Arab brothers showed no sign of helping them do so. This 
particular refugee problem was not about to go away. 

Arab leaders weren’t coy about their plan. “It is well 
known and understood,” said Egypt’s foreign minister 
Muhammad Salah al-Din, “that the Arabs, in demanding 
the return of the refugees to Palestine, mean their return as 
masters of the Homeland and not as its slaves. With 
greater clarity, they mean the liquidation of the State of 
Israel.” With that being the case, the fragile new state—
which numbered only about 600,000 Jews at its 
founding—couldn’t allow the entry of a large hostile 
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population. The Arab world, for its part, wouldn’t resettle 
the displaced people because that would be admitting 
defeat. That deadlock has only been magnified over the 
seven ensuing decades, with the price paid by the hapless 
Arab civilians formerly of Lod, Haifa, and Jaffa, who’d lost 
their homes permanently, would never get them back, and 
would never be assisted in moving on. Instead, they would 
exist in a kind of suspended animation as human weapons 
in a failed war against the Jews. 

In this coherent and well-argued account, 
responsibility for the initial transformation of the displaced 
Palestinians and their descendants into perpetual refugees 
is attributed in part to Count Folke Bernadotte, a Swedish 
UN mediator in 1948. Bernadotte sought to placate the 
Arabs by forcing the Israelis to give up some of what 
they’d managed to eke out in the bitter fighting, setting the 
tone for many subsequent Western interventions. It was 
Bernadotte (before he was killed by Jewish Lehi assassins 
in September 1948) who defined the return of Palestinian 
refugees to their original homes as a “right”—even though 
no such right exists in international law or was ever 
suggested for the millions of other refugees in the world at 
the time, including Jews, and even though it meant suicide 
for the new Jewish state. “Rather than set in motion a 
process that would ultimately lead to peace,” the authors 
write, “Bernadotte opened the door to a protracted war 
under the cloak of international legitimacy.” 

The most fateful move on the part of the international 
powers was the creation of the UN Relief and Works 
Agency, or UNRWA. This was a bureaucracy tailored 
specifically for Palestinians, one which would remain 
separate from the UN agency in charge of the rest of the 
world’s refugees. Schwartz and Wilf make the interesting 
point that UNRWA was not the original name: the 
organization was to be called the Near East Relief and 
Works Agency, but the Arab side insisted on the inclusion 
of “UN” to make clear that the international community 
owned this problem. 

In an indication of how things might have worked out 
in the Palestinian case, a different UN agency set up 
around the same time for another group of refugees, the 
3.1 million people displaced by the Korean War, wrapped 
up its work within a decade with the resettlement of all 
refugees in South Korea. It then ceased to exist. But in the 
Middle East, this was not to be. The Palestinians and the 
Arab states, with Western acquiescence and money, made 
sure that UNRWA refugee status would be passed on first 
to the children of the refugees, and then, incredibly, to all 
descendants. It’s this move that created the ever-expanding 
“refugee” population now numbering over five million, 
seven times the original number, nearly none of whom 
would qualify as refugees by the UN’s own definition in 
any case but this one. (The number of original refugees 
from 1948 who are still alive is usually estimated in the 
tens of thousands.) 

The peculiarity of the logic becomes apparent if 
applied to other instances. My grandfather, for example, 

was a child refugee from the 1914 Russian advance on 
Lemberg, in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He wandered 
penniless on the roads of Europe and never saw his home 
again. By the logic of UNRWA, as the grandson of a 
refugee, I’d qualify for international aid 106 years later. My 
descendants would continue to qualify until it became 
possible to reclaim my family’s original property in what is 
now the Ukrainian city of Lviv. 

The Western donors who began footing the bill early 
on told themselves they were helping the refugees, who’d 
be educated in UN schools and treated in UN clinics and 
would eventually move on to better lives. But the refugees 
themselves thought the UN agency was entrusted with 
getting their original homes back and were furious at any 
hint that this wasn’t going to happen. Just a few days after 
the agency’s founding, the authors tell us, its director in 
Nablus was attacked by the very people he was supposed 
to be caring for, and his driver was beaten. The word 
“resettlement” was forbidden. There was no alternative to 
“return.” 

People in the West, and many Israelis, have had 
trouble understanding all of this and have dismissed it as 
irrational. But the authors disagree: the Palestinian position 
is consistent and must be taken seriously. “Their supreme 
concern—above any humanitarian considerations—was 
not to recognize the state of Israel,” they write of the 
refugees. “They subordinated their own living conditions 
to the wider struggle against the state of Israel. They saw 
the living conditions of hundreds of thousands, and later 
millions, of their people as less important than this 
political objective.” 

That’s how we arrived in 1966, 18 years after Israel’s 
creation, at the discovery that about 15,000 PLO fighters 
were getting food and aid from UNRWA as they pursued 
the destruction of Israel (and this before the Six-Day War 
and the occupation of the West Bank, which is now 
generally cited by Westerners as the cause of the conflict). 
It’s how we arrived, three years after that, at a UN report 
which found that UNRWA schoolbooks funded by 
Western taxpayers called Jews “liars,” “cheats,” and 
“moneylenders” and used maps on which no country 
called Israel existed. And it’s how we arrived at 2001, after 
many of us hoped the conflict was about to be solved, 
when the official magazine of Fatah, the party of Yasser 
Arafat and Mahmoud Abbas, insisted that Israel accede to 
the “return” of refugees in order to “help Jews get rid of 
the racist Zionism that wants to impose their permanent 
isolation from the rest of the world.” It was around the 
same time, in 2001–2002, after no fewer than 87 suicide 
bomb attacks, that most Israelis, including supporters of 
the Oslo peace process like the authors, realized that we’d 
misunderstood what was going on. “Return” wasn’t an 
empty slogan or a negotiating tactic. The game was, 
tragically, zero-sum. 

The War of Return is a valuable book, particularly 
now, as the United States emerges from the four strange 
years of the Trump administration and presumably returns 
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to a foreign policy more closely resembling what came 
before. Many Israelis, focused on their own problems and 
with little idea of the domestic controversies engendered 
by the last president, appreciated his administration’s 
willingness to break with the calcified policies of the 
past—like the ahistorical obsession with settlements as the 
main cause of the conflict, or the idea that the Palestinians 
are key to a wider regional peace. 

One of the Trump administration’s moves was to cut 
funding for UNRWA, moving in the direction of the 
authors’ practical proposals in the book’s final chapter. 
Funding for the Palestinians, Schwartz and Wilf suggest, 
should continue, but via the Palestinian Authority—not 
through the refugee agency whose goal, consciously or not, 

is to encourage the idea that Israel is temporary and 
“return” a possibility, maintaining the conflict in 
perpetuity. International money should be used in better 
ways to help the real people involved, the authors argue, 
and UNRWA should finally follow its contemporary, the 
Korean refugee agency of the 1950s, into obsolescence. 

This suggestion is an eminently sensible one, one of 
many in this clear and timely book. As Biden 
administration officials begin to formulate their stance 
toward a Middle East that has changed dramatically since 
the Democrats were last in power, The War of Return 
should be among the first books on the reading list. 
Mr. Friedman is, most recently, the author of Spies of No Country: 
Secret Lives at the Birth of Israel. 

 
Turkey’s Emerging Friendship with Pakistan 
By Jonathan Spyer     jiss.org.il  February 14, 2021 
And the Chinese connection. 

A joint military exercise involving Turkish and 
Pakistani Special Forces commenced this week in 
Pakistan’s Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Province, which borders 
Afghanistan. The exercise, dubbed “Ataturk XI-2021,” is 
to focus on counter-terrorist operations. It is the latest 
manifestation of an emergent strategic alliance of these 
two countries, with significant implications – both for the 
Middle East, and for south Asia. 

Turkey and Pakistan’s growing closeness has deep 
foundations. These are two countries following a similar 
trajectory. Both were allies and assets of the US and the 
West during the Cold War. Both have moved far from this 
position in the last two decades, and are increasingly 
estranged from Washington. Both are medium-sized 
powers, governed today by a type of Islamic nationalist 
outlook. Both, importantly, are seeking an alternative 
alignment to their former ties with the West, which in a 
time of growing global polarization is leading both 
Islamabad and Ankara toward greater closeness with 
China. 

So what form are the increased ties taking? Arms 
purchasing is a significant indicator. Turkey is now 
Pakistan’s fourth largest source of arms, as Islamabad 
seeks alternatives to the West for its source of weaponry 
(the main exporter of arms to Pakistan is now China). 

Pakistan is in the process of purchasing four Turkish-
built Milgem corvette ships from the Turkish state-owned 
defense contractor ASFAT. It has also placed an order for 
30 T-129 ATAK helicopters. The total cost of orders 
placed by Pakistan for the purchase of Turkish weapons 
systems is now in excess of $3 billion. However, the 
importance of this relationship goes beyond economic and 
commercial factors. Both Pakistan and Turkey have 
justified concerns regarding the possibility of Western 
sanctions as a result of the policy directions they wish to 
pursue. Reducing dependence on Western weapons 
systems is a way of broadening options. 

The growing closeness is also reflected in the 
diplomatic sphere. Pakistani senior officials have expressed 

support for Turkey in its disputes over gas exploration in 
the Eastern Mediterranean. A series of joint naval exercises 
in the Mediterranean, involving the navies of both 
countries and including violations of Cypriot and Greek 
territorial waters and airspace, took place over the last year. 
Similar joint exercises have also been held in the Indian 
Ocean. 

Turkey, in turn, in a development causing concern in 
New Delhi, has begun to support Pakistani claims in 
Kashmir. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said in 
February 2020 that the issue was as important to Turkey as 
it is to Pakistan. Referencing the events of the Turkish War 
of Independence, Erdogan said, “And now, we feel the 
same about Kashmir today. It was Çanakkale yesterday and 
Kashmir today; there is no difference between the two.” 
Turkey raised the issue of Kashmir at the UN General 
Assembly in September 2019, shifting from a policy of 
non-interference on an issue that India regards as an 
internal matter. 

In this regard, recent reports in regional media (Syrian 
Observatory for Human Rights, Hawar News) suggesting 
that Turkey is in the process of deploying its Syrian 
Islamist client militias in Kashmir have raised concerns, 
though no concrete evidence for these allegations has yet 
emerged. 

The strategic partnership between Ankara and 
Islamabad is also raising concerns in the nuclear realm. 
Pakistan is a nuclear power, with 160 deployed warheads. 
Erdogan, in a September 2019 speech quoted by Reuters, 
said, “Some countries have missiles with nuclear warheads, 
not one or two. But [they tell us] we can’t have them. This, 
I cannot accept.” 

He continued, “We have Israel nearby, as almost 
neighbors. They scare [other nations] by possessing these. 
No one can touch them.” 

Turkey currently possesses two nuclear reactors, Tr-1 
and Tr-2, maintained by the Turkish Atomic Energy 
Authority. The country has rich uranium deposits. It thus 
possesses both the will and the raw materials to develop a 
nuclear capacity. It currently lacks only the required 
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knowledge to do so. Pakistan, which is not a signatory to 
the nuclear non-proliferation treaty, possesses this 
knowledge. While no concrete evidence of active 
cooperation in this regard has yet emerged, it is worth 
recalling that Turkey was a covert hub for the activities of 
the rogue Pakistani nuclear scientist Abdul Qadeer Khan 
20 years ago. 

The alliance between Pakistan and Turkey is coming 
into being in a rapidly shifting strategic landscape. The old 
post-Cold War US-led security architecture, and the 
assumptions that surrounded it can no longer be relied 
upon. In the major events of the region over the last 
decade – the Syrian civil war, the revolution and counter-
revolution in Egypt, the competition over gas resources in 
the Eastern Mediterranean – the US has been notably 
absent as it recalibrates its priorities and modes of 
engagement. 

As a result of this absence, new connections and new 
power nexuses are emerging. From this point of view, the 
coming together of two mid-sized states inclined toward 
versions of Sunni political Islam and seeking major 
revisions of the current power balance in their respective 
neighborhoods, in their favor, makes logical sense. 

Both Turkey and Pakistan are also eager to connect 
their ambitions to the strategic advance of China. Turkey is 
of importance to Beijing as a transportation hub on the 
way to the Mediterranean and to Europe, and as a priority 

country for investment in infrastructure. Turkey is an 
observer country at the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization. It is noteworthy that Erdogan’s efforts to 
present himself as a leader of the world’s Muslims and of 
all peoples ethnically associated with the Turks does not 
extend to solidarity with the Turkic Muslim Uighurs, on 
whose fate he has been notably silent. 

Pakistan’s relations with China are deep and of long 
standing, related to the joint geopolitical rivalry with India. 
Pakistan has been the recipient of investments worth $11 
billion, in the framework of China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative. These have centered mainly on modernizing the 
country’s rail system. A project to build a direct rail link 
from China via Pakistan and Iran to Turkey is in the 
process of being revived. The ITI (Istanbul, Tehran, 
Islamabad) line would be the first regular rail link between 
China and Turkey. It is expected to begin operating in 
2026, according to a recent report in Nikkei Asia. 

A joint declaration by the foreign ministers of Turkey, 
Pakistan and Azerbaijan signed in Islamabad on January 13 
referenced the joint stances on Kashmir, the Aegean 
dispute, Cyprus and the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict. The 
document is a useful summing up of the current reality of 
Turkish and Pakistani synergy. The Ankara-Islamabad axis 
looks set to form a significant and powerful presence on 
the complicated geopolitical chessboard of West and 
South Asia. 

 
ICC prosecutor announces formal investigation into Israeli 'war crimes' 
By Yonah Jeremy Bob, Lahav Harkov, Jerusalem Post Staff   jpost.com  March 3, 2021 
Hundreds of Israelis could find themselves at risk by 
court decision; Israel bracing for protracted legal 
battle. 

International Criminal Court Prosecutor Fatou 
Bensouda announced on Wednesday that she is opening a 
full war crimes probe against Israel and the Hamas 
terrorist group in the Gaza Strip. 

“The decision to open an investigation followed a 
painstaking preliminary examination undertaken by my 
office that lasted close to five years,” Prosecutor Fatou 
Bensouda said in a statement. 

“In the end, our central concern must be for the 
victims of crimes, both Palestinian and Israeli, arising from 
the long cycle of violence and insecurity that has caused 
deep suffering and despair on all sides,” she added. “My 
office will take the same principled, non-partisan, approach 
that it has adopted in all situations over which its 
jurisdiction is seized.” 

Netanyahu called the decision to investigate Israel 
“undiluted antisemitism and the height of hypocrisy.” 

“Without any jurisdiction,” Netanyahu lamented, “it 
decided that our brave soldiers, who take every precaution 
to avoid civilian casualties against the worst terrorists in 
the world who deliberately target civilians, it’s our soldiers 
who are war criminals. They said that when we build a 

house in our eternal capital of Jerusalem, it’s been our 
capital for 3,000 years, that too is a war crime.” 

Netanyahu pointed out that the ICC was established 
to prevent atrocities like the Holocaust from happening 
again, and is now coming after the Jewish state. 

“Of course, it turns a blind eye to Iran, Syria and the 
other dictatorships that are committing real war crimes left 
and right,” he stated. 

The prime minister said he has discussed the matter 
with many leaders and governments around the world, but 
the court is “biased in advance against Israel.” 

At a Likud event later on Wednesday, Netanyahu said: 
“The only thing to do is to fight for the truth in world 
opinion with full force in every country in every forum. 
We will act to protect every soldier, citizen and 
commander. We will act until we cancel this absurd 
decision, and we will succeed.” 

The Palestinian Authority said that it welcomed the 
decision to open a war crimes investigation. 

“This is a long-awaited step that serves Palestine’s 
tireless pursuit of justice and accountability, which are 
indispensable pillars of the peace the Palestinian people 
seek and deserve,” the PA Foreign Ministry said in a 
statement. 

Hamas also welcomed the decision, though it will also 
be in the ICC’s crosshairs. 
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Bensouda’s announcement comes less than a month 
after a February 5 decision by the ICC Pre-Trial Chamber 
recognizing a State of Palestine for ICC purposes and 
authorizing her to move forward. 

The probe is expected to cover the 2014 Gaza War, 
the 2018 Gaza border crisis and the Israeli settlement 
enterprise as well as Hamas’ rocket attacks against Israeli 
civilians. 

War crimes suits could be leveled at Netanyahu, 
defense ministers and any other high-level officials 
involved in such activity since June 13, 2014. Soldiers and 
commanders could also be targeted, though usually the 
ICC is only interested in a small number of top officials. 

“The investigation will cover crimes within the 
jurisdiction of the court that are alleged to have been 
committed in the situation since 13 June 2014, the date to 
which reference is made in the referral of the situation to 
my office,” Bensouda said in a statement released on 
Wednesday. 

Bensouda said that the investigation “will be 
conducted independently, impartially and objectively, 
without fear or favor.” 

“Having assessed submissions from states, 
international organizations and other stakeholders, the 
chamber was otherwise unanimous in its view that 
Palestine is a state party to the Rome Statute.” 

The majority also ruled that Palestine’s referral of the 
situation obliged the office to open an investigation, the 
office having determined that there existed a reasonable 
basis to do so in accordance with the Rome Statute 
criteria,” she wrote in a statement. 

Bensouda called on Palestinian and Israeli victims and 
affected communities to be patient. 

“The ICC is not a panacea, but only seeks to discharge 
the responsibility that the international community has 
entrusted to it, which is to promote accountability for 
Rome Statute crimes, regardless of the perpetrator, in an 
effort to deter such crimes,” she wrote. “In meeting this 
responsibility, the office focuses its attention on the most 
notorious alleged offenders or those alleged to be the most 
responsible for the commission of the crimes.” 

Her primary concern, she wrote, “must be for the 
victims of crimes, both Palestinian and Israeli, arising from 
the long cycle of violence and insecurity that has caused 
deep suffering and despair on all sides.” 

Bensouda’s decision comes only a few weeks after her 
successor, Karim Khan, was announced to take her place 
starting in June. 

The news will be another blow to Israel, where 
officials had hoped Bensouda would leave the decision of 
how to proceed to her successor and that he might be 
more sympathetic to Israel’s many claims against the ICC’s 
jurisdiction. 

Israeli officials have said that Bensouda might have 
been trying to lock Khan into following her path and 
pointed out that she has declined to issue major decisions 
near the end of her term regarding Ukraine and Nigeria. 

On Tuesday, Defense Minister and acting Justice 
Minister Benny Gantz alarmed government officials when 
he warned that hundreds of Israelis could be subject – in 
the near future – to war crimes probes by the International 
Criminal Court. 

Gantz called that “an estimate,” declining to say that 
Israel had drawn up a list of officials likely to be 
investigated. Israel will provide legal assistance to any 
targeted Israelis and will give them advice regarding travel 
abroad if necessary, Gantz said. 

Top Israeli government experts said that the 
“hundreds of Israelis” estimate does not correspond to the 
ICC’s tendency to focus on a single digit number of top 
officials. 

President Reuven Rivlin called the decision 
“scandalous.” 

“We will not accept claims against the exercise of our 
right and our obligation to defend our citizens,” Rivlin 
stated. “The State of Israel is a strong, Jewish and 
democratic state which knows how to defend itself and to 
investigate itself when necessary.” 

The president added: “We are proud of our soldiers, 
our sons and daughters... We will stand guard to ensure 
that they are not harmed because of this decision.” 

Foreign Minister Gabi Ashkenazi said the ruling is a 
political attempt by Bensouda to “try and set priorities” for 
her successor. 

IDF Chief of Staff Lt.-Gen. Aviv Kochavi called the 
decision “fundamentally void of any authority, taken 
without authority and out of context.” 

“We will not allow any foreign and baseless institution 
interfere with our work to protect Israel,” he said in an 
official message to IDF soldiers. 

Balkees Jarrah, associate international justice director 
for the left-wing NGO Human Rights Watch, stated: “The 
ICC prosecutor’s decision to open a Palestine investigation 
moves Israeli and Palestinian victims of serious crimes one 
step closer to obtaining a measure of justice that has for 
too long eluded them. 

“The court’s crowded docket shouldn’t deter the 
prosecutor’s office from doggedly pursuing cases against 
anyone credibly implicated in such crimes. 

“All eyes will also be on the next prosecutor Karim 
Khan to pick up the baton and expeditiously move 
forward while demonstrating firm independence in seeking 
to hold even the most powerful to account. ICC member 
countries should stand ready to fiercely protect the court’s 
work from any political pressure,” he added. 
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