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In the 4:1  series of the Institute for Foreign Affairs and Trade, four researchers 
give a short answer to the same questions concerning international politics and 
economics. Our aim is to launch the scientific debates in Hungary and promote 
dialogue among experts. In this issue, our topic is: “How Do You See the Chances 
of Peace Efforts Between Israel and Palestine After the American Decision on 
Jerusalem?”

Beáta Paragi

The Israeli–Palestinian relations are far more complex than usually assumed 
and can hardly be reduced to political-diplomatic dimensions. True 
reconciliation, apparently, has been more important for external actors since 

the late 1990s than to local politicians enjoying either public support or external 
rents to stay in power. Donor countries have been supporting a peace process that 
has never been free from controversies and ambiguities. While various rounds of 
discussions and negotiations between Israel and the Palestinians were recorded 
not only after the end of the Oslo Process and the Second Intifada (2000), but even 
after the Hamas–Fatah split (2007), it would be a failure to think that the presidential 
decision regarding Jerusalem have jeopardized any serious reconciliation attempt. 
Such attempt did not exist for two sets of reasons. The first concern is the changing 
geopolitical landscape, the second one is the realities on the Palestinian territories.

As for the latter, the measures and impacts of the Israeli occupation are well-
documented by, for example, the UN OCHA, the World Bank, and a variety of civil 
society organizations in Israel, Palestine, and also internationally. Beyond it and 
over the political-diplomatic (dis)agreements, the efficiency and consequences of 
the Israeli–Palestinian security cooperation are definitely interesting. Regardless 
to the Donald Trump speech, President Mahmoud Abbas has not initiated the 
suspension of the cooperation with Israeli partners. There are officers in high 
military ranks in the Israeli military establishment that have been long in favor of 
gestures and measures easing the life and improving the living conditions in the 
Palestinian territories. They consider that such measures are necessary not only for 
preventing further radicalization in the Palestinian territories, but for protecting the 
Israeli army’s reputation too. And if the Israeli–Palestinian cooperation reminds to 
a “tit-for-tat” game, the Israeli army can, and obviously, will do something more for 
ordinary Palestinians, compared to the highly engaged human rights organizations 
whose only weapon is publicity, but otherwise pushed into the corner by the Israeli 
government.

With reference to the regional context: the recent reconciliation attempts 
between the Gaza-based Hamas leadership and PLO/Fatah in the West Bank 
illustrate well why it is so difficult to separate domestic from regional. While the 
intra-Palestinian reconciliation would immediately serve the best interests of the 

http://www.palestine-studies.org/jps/chronologies
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/06/world/middleeast/trump-israel-speech-transcript.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/06/world/middleeast/trump-israel-speech-transcript.html
https://www.ochaopt.org/
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/westbankandgaza/publication/economic-monitoring-report-ahlc
https://www.btselem.org/
http://www.alhaq.org/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/wp-content/uploads/downloads/factsheets/20151028_FactSheet-PalestinianSecurityCooperationWithIsrael-web.pdf
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2018/01/palestine-suspend-security-coordination-israel.html
https://unispal.un.org/DPA/DPR/unispal.nsf/0/1DCA508374A0B43B852573F00061D318
https://unispal.un.org/DPA/DPR/unispal.nsf/0/1DCA508374A0B43B852573F00061D318
https://www.timesofisrael.com/ex-idf-top-officers-back-yaalon-in-tiff-with-netanyahu/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/pura-vida/201212/prisoners-dilemma-in-the-middle-east
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/iw/originals/2016/07/israel-anti-ngo-law-btselem-palestinian-workers.html
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/search-results.html?queryTerm=palestinian+reconciliation
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population in the Gaza Strip, a Palestinian unity government would likely ensure that 
Israel could negotiate with a sole Palestinian partner (instead of not negotiating with 
any). However, neither Israel nor the moderate Arab actors can ignore the regional 
actor that stands behind the Hamas, a would-be participant in a unity government. 
Iran is seen as a far bigger threat in the region due to its rhetoric, assumed bad 
intentions, nuclear ambitions and the network of its allies and proxies from Lebanon 
to Yemen or from Gaza to Syria than ever. The threat has been perceived strong 
enough to push Israel (alongside the occupied territories), Egypt, Jordan, Saudi 
Arabia and other pro-Western Arab players to one of the court’s sides – with Iran 
and its allies on the other side.

The Trump decision hurt many Palestinians and the general Arab public opinion. 
It forced the Palestinian leadership not only to appeal to various audiences, but to 
ignore the Pence-led diplomatic delegation arriving to a regional visit. The official 
Palestinian reactions made the U.S. administration cut about half of the due U.S. 
aid to the UNRWA. But do the Palestinians need to worry as the United States of 
America is one of its biggest donors? Not necessarily. After all, it has been an open 
secret in the region which country did its best to convince the Obama administration 
that freezing U.S. military aid to Egypt after the coup of Abdel Fatah el-Sisi against 
Mohamed Morsi (2013) would be counterproductive by fuelling further instability. If 
the Egyptian officials could count on Israel to lobby Washington on their behalf to 
keep the aid flowing, the moderate Palestinian leadership does not have to really 
worry in the longer run either.

In light of the complicated regional games who cares about the location of the 
U.S. embassy? Jerusalem had hosted the most important governmental offices in 
Israel well before Trump’s speech. The international community de facto accepted 
this fact long ago, even if the embassies are located in Tel Aviv.

Bence németh

After the controversial statement of U.S. President Donald Trump on the 
Israeli–Arabic conflict on December 6, 2017, or more specifically, the Israeli–
Palestinian issue, it has come to the foreground again. In his official statement, 

the President of the United States recognized Jerusalem as the capital city of the 
state of Israel. However, similarly to previous practice he waived the application 
of the Jerusalem Embassy Act adopted by the Congress in 1995 by another six 
months. Although this proclamation is merely of symbolic significance and in 
realpolitik approach it leaves the status quo unchanged, it did trigger a significant 
global uproar.

Several conclusions can be drawn when analyzing the statement itself and 
the reactions. The most important one is that Donald Trump’s statement is much 
more of rhetoric nature and not a declaration that would lead to the subversion of 

https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2018/01/gaza-economy-collapse-business-investments.html
https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/10/israel-netanyahu-palestinian-reconciliation-hamas-fatah.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/11/covert-israeli-saudi-arabia-relations-171120142229835.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/11/covert-israeli-saudi-arabia-relations-171120142229835.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-11-23/iran-sees-enemies-ganging-up-as-israelis-talk-up-saudi-alliance
https://www.timesofisrael.com/pence-heads-to-jerusalem-epicenter-of-rift-with-the-palestinians/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-israel-palestinians-usa/unrwa-chief-appeals-for-palestinian-refugee-funds-after-us-cut-idUSKBN1F6160
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/mar/31/obama-restores-us-military-aid-to-egypt
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/images/publications/Whats_Happening_with_Military_Aid_to_Egypt_Part_I.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/10/10/world/middleeast/obama-military-aid-to-egypt.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/statement-president-trump-jerusalem/
https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PLAW-104publ45/html/PLAW-104publ45.htm
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the relationships between the United States, Israel, and the Arabic countries. Past 
U.S. administrations have left the Act adopted in 1995 untouched for 22 years; they 
reissued the waiver of the application of the law every six months. Undeniably, it 
was not accidental: one of the major question marks of the Oslo Accords, which 
was a major milestone in the Israeli–Palestinian peace process taking place during 
this period, was the very issue of Jerusalem. In fact, analyzing the statement of 
the Trump administration it can be stated that it merely caused rather superficial 
waves; it did not have any major impacts and did not fundamentally transform the 
context of the Israeli-Palestinian relations.

In the Jewish state, the shaping of the Israeli–Palestinian relationship is not a 
priority in the present political discourse. Similarly, the national security challenge of 
the Arab–Israeli conflict has also devolved in the past years. Israel’s security policy 
is now more concerned about Iran’s strong regional position, its nuclear program, 
and Hezbollah, the terrorist organization alongside the border. By contrast, Hamas 
represents today a more reduced (military) threat to Israel. Since 2008, the Israel 
Defense Forces have been wounding the Palestinian terrorist organization in several 
wars regarding its military capabilities. The social aspect of the Palestinian question 
has also considerably changed in the recent years. An increasing proportion of 
Palestinians living in East Jerusalem would like to have an Israeli citizenship and 
would be willing to educate their children in Israeli schools. The internal political 
trends in Israel show that some steps of the government coalition led by Benjamin 
Netanyahu and dominated by Likud might cause some frictions, but due to the 
reasons described above it is less necessary and efficient to keep the one-state 
solution as opposed to the two-state solution on the agenda. The Netanyahu 
government has proved several times that they are willing to go all the way to the 
end of wall when debating the one-state versus two-state solutions, however, every 
time they also proved that they do not break through the wall.

On the other hand, the severely fragmented Palestinian side has been lacking 
a common political vision for a long time. The political failure of Hamas is well 
demonstrated by the fact that, luckily, the “Third Intifada” they proclaimed was unable 
to approach the previous ones in terms of intensity or coverage. The symbolic loss 
of Jerusalem – since Israel has been controlling Jerusalem for decades now – has 
not led to social explosion. The reason behind the heated declarations of Mahmoud 
Abbas and other Palestinian politicians is that they do not have any tools in hand 
against Israel at the moment; they are unable to efficiently influence not only the 
Israeli–Palestinian relations but also their own social basis.

The events of the “Arab Spring” and the lasting Syrian conflict have significantly 
reshaped the political map in the Middle East, which might facilitate the settling 
of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. The power centers of Egypt, Jordan, and Turkey 
– with the help of Israel and the United States – have proved to be an efficient 
security zone for the Jewish state since the Cold War. Although the “Arabic Spring” 
initiated adverse trends for Israel, the Syrian situation reduced the political distance 
of these power centers. The cooperation between Saudi Arabia and Israel behind 
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http://kki.hu/assets/upload/29_KKI-elemzes_SYR_Nemeth-Szalai_20171120.pdf
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2017/12/18/jerusalem-palestinians-still-seek-israeli-citizenship-despite-trump-declaration/956207001/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-israel-palestinians-jerusalem-schools/carrot-not-stick-israel-pushes-its-curriculum-in-palestinian-schools-idUSKBN19K2BE
https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-coalition-to-advance-nation-state-bill-that-subordinates-democracy-to-judaism-1.5628953
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/14/world/middleeast/abbas-palestinians-trump.html
http://kki.hu/assets/upload/29_KKI-elemzes_SYR_Nemeth-Szalai_20171120.pdf
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the curtains aiming at reducing Iran’s regional power also pushed the Palestinian 
issue to the background. In this context, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s speech at the 
summit of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation in Istanbul can be considered an 
internal political message rather than a declaration of the Turkish state to readdress 
the Palestinian issue. The Palestinian problem is not considered to be a matter of 
high importance in any of the Arabic countries; it is more of a rhetoric nature at the 
moment. The radical Palestinian movements opposing the peace process can rely 
on Iran’s support in the region, but any further attempts of the Persian state to gain 
more power in the region might trigger unexpected resistance.

Therefore, in spite of the difficulties on the surface and Donald Trump’s statement 
concerning Jerusalem, the Israeli–Palestinian rapprochement does not seem an 
illusory idea, even though the reconciliation process will be by no means easy. 
Seemingly the United States has lost its credibility in the mediation process; Vice 
President Mike Pence’s Middle Eastern visit seemed a missed opportunity to rebut 
this. On the Palestinian side, however, settlement of the relationship can be more 
important than anyone had ever anticipated. Current political trends show that the 
Arabic countries and the global community are less concerned about the Israeli–
Palestinian reconciliation. Palestine’s former allies are facing completely different 
kind of challenges at the moment; the perceived threat of Israel seems to have 
almost entirely disappeared. As for the Jewish state, in addition to the distraction 
of the attention, there are several factors that promise a positive future: the Israel 
policy of the Trump administration is only one of these.

ZByněk tarant

It seems that the long-term strategy of both sides keeps shifting from the two-
state solution to the tactic of parallel unilateral actions. Both sides have been 
using it quite effectively. Israel by claiming strategic portions of the territory and 

having them recognized retroactively, while Palestinians by trying to isolate and 
delegitimize Israel in the international, academic and economical arena. By doing 
this, both sides play a very unfair game, but they have seen this tactic bearing its 
fruits in the past. After the failure of bilateral negotiations, this tactic is all what is 
left.

Donald Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem as Israeli capital could be seen by 
some as a continuation of the same tactic, although one might ask who the actual 
target audience of this particular decision was in the first place. The American 
president declared his recognition of Jerusalem together with his aim to stop 
postponing the Jerusalem Embassy Act from 1995 – a step he had to do again 
only one day later. Original author of the Jerusalem Embassy Act, Senator Bob Dole 
hoped to acquire some of the “Jewish vote” in the 1990s, while President Trump 
in 2017 might have been aiming to appease the American Evangelicals. Call it a 

http://edition.cnn.com/2017/12/18/middleeast/jerusalem-turkey-erdogan-intl/index.html
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/12/18/middleeast/jerusalem-turkey-erdogan-intl/index.html
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-davos-meeting-usa-israel/trump-threatens-to-pull-aid-to-palestinians-if-they-dont-pursue-peace-idUSKBN1FE2A0
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5312843/Trump-bashes-Palestinians-disrespecting-Pence.html
https://www.timesofisrael.com/after-jerusalem-recognition-trump-signs-waiver-delaying-embassy-move/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/after-jerusalem-recognition-trump-signs-waiver-delaying-embassy-move/
http://www.nytimes.com/1995/05/18/world/relocating-embassy-in-israel-move-could-backfire-on-dole.html?pagewanted=all
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paradox, but recognition of Jerusalem as capital of Israel by the United States was 
put forward by a Republican senator, who was not exactly a friend of Jews, to say 
it diplomatically, and it will be enacted by the president relying on the support of the 
“alt-right,” which is often anti-Semitic and believes in “Zionist conspiracy.”

Knowing this domestic dimension of Trump’s move and his unpredictable 
character, most actors in the region and the rest of the world seem to be still waiting 
what is actually going to happen. There has not been any serious eruption of 
violence as it was originally expected. Despite “Days of Rage,” both the Palestinian 
and the Arab responses were relatively weak, compared to responses to the Gaza 
war in 2014, for example. Trump might have been trying to pressure the Palestinians 
to return to the negotiating table. The question is, however, how much pressure the 
weakened Fatah-controlled Palestinian authority can withstand after manifesting 
its weakness in the Jerusalem case and having lost the American aid to UNRWA?

Israelis do not want the collapse of the Palestinian authority, nor to lose their 
strategic partnership with Jordan. His majesty, King Abdullah II of Jordan, is one 
of the few moderate voices in the Arab world, but he also has to deal with the fact 
that majority of his subjects are Palestinians. Trump’s declaration was seen by 
many as a knife in the backs of such moderate Arab leaders, for whom it might 
become more difficult to balance their pro-American orientation with the increased 
domestic pressure.

Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem also opened the door for additional pressure 
from the national-religious right-wing in Israel to move one step further after the 
Jerusalem recognition by including the large settlement blocs to Israel. If this 
pressure succeeds, there are only little external forces that could stop it. America 
is not willing to do it, EU is not seen as a reliable political partner by the Israelis; 
and Russia is busy playing its own pragmatic games in the region. Speaking of 
Russians, did you know that the West Bank is only one fifth of the size of Crimea?

There could be one strong argument that could bring Israelis back to the 
negotiating table and that is the growing threat of Hezbollah along the border with 
Lebanon and Syria. Peace talks could be a good way for Israelis to secure their 
backyard in the West Bank and appease their Arab allies, so that they can focus 
together on the threat of Iran and Hezbollah. However, after Trump’s Jerusalem 
recognition, there might be nobody to talk to on the Palestinian side and there is 
also not much left to talk about in the first place.

michaŁ WojnaroWicZ

In the nearest future, the chances of a reconciliation between Israel and the 
Palestinian Authority should be assessed as very limited. Israelis and Palestinians 
do not see partners in each other and the lack of political will prevents them 

from reaching any compromises. Although in his speech on December 6, 2017, 

https://www.jta.org/1995/06/15/archive/unauthorized-book-on-dole-alleges-anti-semitic-views
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/12/palestinian-days-rage-trump-jerusalem-plan-171206103433314.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2018/01/25/politics/trump-small-embassy-jerusalem/index.html
http://edition.cnn.com/2018/01/16/politics/us-palestinian-aid-agency-cut/index.html
https://www.timesofisrael.com/likud-top-body-votes-to-annex-parts-of-the-west-bank/
https://mapfight.appspot.com/crimea-vs-west.bank/crimea-west-bank-size-comparison
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President Donald Trump expressed support for the two-state solution and declared 
that the borders and extent of Israeli sovereignty in Jerusalem will be the subject of 
negotiations between the parties in the near future. His decision was firmly rejected 
by the Palestinians. Moreover, Palestinian leaders announced that the United States 
has ruled itself out as a mediator in the peace process.

Trump’s decision on Jerusalem greatly limited the area of political maneuver 
for the current Palestinian leadership, especially for President Mahmoud Abbas. 
Acceptance of the U.S. decision would be equal to his political defeat and significantly 
undermine Fatah’s position in the eyes of the Palestinian public. Hence, it is almost 
certain that any peace offer put forward by the United States (even with the support 
of the Arab states) would be rejected. An additional blow to the Palestinians was the 
decision to limit U.S. financial aid for UNRWA.

Contrary to fears, Trump’s decision did not lead to a dramatic deterioration of 
the security situation. Fatah called on the Palestinians for peaceful protests. In 
spite of calls for an armed struggle, Hamas has limited the attacks from the Gaza 
Strip, avoiding escalation with Israel. Palestinian reactions have not exceeded the 
threshold of the new Intifada. However, with a protracted political impasse it may 
prove more difficult to maintain stability for both the Palestinians and Israel. The 
Palestinian authorities will strive for greater internationalization of the Palestinian 
issue, including increasing the participation of other countries and intensifying their 
diplomatic offensive with international organizations. An additional challenge for 
the Palestinians is the ongoing reconciliation process between Fatah and Hamas.

For Israel, reactivation of the negotiations is not a political priority. In its perception, 
Mahmoud Abbas’ stance, especially the harsh speech of January 14, 2018 (in which 
he described Israel as an European colonial project and called the Oslo Accords 
“dead”), excludes him as a partner in the peace talks. In addition, Israel raises the 
issue of financial support to terrorists and their families as evidence of a lack of 
goodwill on the Palestinian side. A survey of Israeli public opinion indicates that 
70% of Israelis do not see any chance of reaching a peace agreement in the next 
few years. As a result, the current Israeli government has no issue with any “pro-
peace” internal pressure. At the same time, it is unlikely that the mutual cooperation 
between Israel and the Palestinian Authority (e.g. in security) will be completely 
suspended.

The prospect of an Israeli–Palestinian agreement is remote and there is little 
indication of any change in the situation. Declarations calling for suspending the 
recognition of Israel (by the Palestinian Central Council) or calls for annexation of 
Jewish settlements areas (by Likud Central Committee) are creating a climate that 
fundamentally undermines the peace process set up by the Oslo Accords. A new 
opening for peace may come with leadership change in the Palestinian Authority, 
in particular the resignation of President Abbas. New elections could serve as a 
major game changer for the Palestinian political scene. However, without major 
concessions from both sides and external support (especially from the Arab states) 
even a new political framework might not be enough for lasting reconciliation.


