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Speaking at the international pledging conference for the reconstruction of Gaza on 12 October,
U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon emphasized the need to prevent the “cycle of building and
destroying” from becoming a ritual, by addressing the root causes of the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict. Last summer’s war was the deadliest of three significant outbreaks of violence endured
by the 1.8 million inhabitants of Gaza since December 2008. U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry
agreed, arguing that, without a long-term peace agreement, rebuilding homes and infrastructure
in Gaza would be a mere “band-aid fix.”

This is entirely correct. But Palestinian leaders are also equally right in cautioning against
resuming the existing peace process without correcting its deficiencies, as Palestinian Authority
President Mahmoud Abbas urged in a speech to the U.N. General Assembly on 26 September.
Former Prime Minister Salam Fayyad echoed this view in a recent op-ed, arguing that simply to
“hit the reset button on the stalled peace process” would merely repeat past failures. Instead, they
proposed that any new negotiations be conducted between a State of Palestine, recognized by
international bodies, and Israel to finalize their borders, and that talks should be conducted
within a revised framework based on the Arab Peace Initiative of 2002, to end within an
internationally mandated deadline.

These proposals are hardly radical, since they remain focused on achieving mutual recognition
and peaceful co-existence between two sovereign states within parameters endorsed by the
international community since 1993. But clearly the Palestinians lack the leverage to bring about
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such a restructuring of the process, nor a reassignment of oversight from the U.S. to the U.N.
Already, U.S. officials have reiterated the standard mantra of the past 21 years: the U.S. will
“help facilitate successful negotiations if the parties are willing to make the difficult decisions as
necessary to get back to talks.” This is a sure recipe for instant deadlock, and a guarantee that,
contrary to Ki-moon'’s stated hope, the latest Gaza reconstruction conference will certainly not be
the last.

For once, the Europeans could make a modest, but useful difference. They need not adopt the
Palestinian approach wholesale, but supporting the bid for increased recognition for the State of
Palestine offers them a low-cost means to infuse political energy back into the peace process
without challenging the fundamental principles of reaching a two-state solution through direct
negotiation between the parties. Not all EU member-states will endorse this approach, but the
opportunity is there for a “coalition of the willing” among them to take a diplomatic lead.

The EU already has a precedent in the Berlin European Council statement of March 1999, which
believed that a final peace treaty could be reached “within a target period of one year.” More
pertinently, the EU deemed the Palestinian right to self-determination “including the option of a
state” to be unqualified, neither “subject to any veto” nor contingent on reaching a negotiated
solution. The statement ended with a declaration of European readiness to consider recognizing a
Palestinian State at a future date in accordance with these basic principles—in effect unilaterally,
as the sovereign right of EU member-states.

The Cairo conference for Gaza places the issue in sharp relief. Collectively, EU member-states
have given more assistance to the Palestinian Authority than any other donor since 1994, and
have now pledged an additional US$ 568 million towards the reconstruction of Gaza. The EU
has been here before, stepping up assistance to rebuild infrastructure originally paid for with
European funds and damaged in Israel’s reoccupation of most of the West Bank in 2002, and
pledging new aid for Gaza’s reconstruction after Israel’s “Operation Cast Lead” in December
2008-January 2009. This time EU representatives in Cairo were vocal in their reluctance to
rebuild what will likely be torn down once more.

The EU is right to question the wisdom of going down the same path again. But this requires
willingness to modify the rigid, U.S.-dominated framework within which the “peace process” —
such as it is—has been trapped for over a decade. Indeed, the Europeans have been similarly
trapped. In 2002, they formed the Quartet—along with the U.S., Russia, and the U.N.—to
oversee the peace process, but in practice this became a means to cede diplomatic leadership
entirely to the U.S. The result was to hollow out the Quartet’s Roadmap for Peace even before it
was published on 30 April 2003. The original version of the document committed the Quartet to
establishing a monitoring mechanism to verify both Palestinian and Israeli implementation of
their mutual obligations. But when the U.S. published the official text of the roadmap, it
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removed this provision in deference to Israeli pressure, without prior consultation with the EU,
let alone its other Quartet partners.

European acquiescence in U.S. unilateralism was mistaken, and cost the peace process dearly.
EU member-states now have an opportunity to alter the starting point for new peace talks, by
recognizing Palestine as a non-member state of the U.N., which a majority of the international
community has already done. Clearly this means diverging from the U.S., but what is at stake is
hardly revolutionary. Demonstrating a modest degree of European autonomy does not mean
overturning the fundamental expectation that Israelis and Palestinians must negotiate; it simply
cracks the current diplomatic deadlock, and eases the deadweight of U.S. policy on the peace
process.

There is little prospect of a consensual EU position recognizing Palestine, given the German veto
in particular. But key member-states could trigger a shift by taking a lead in extending bilateral
recognition of Palestine, independently of the rest. In becoming the first EU country to recognize
Palestine since the U.N. General Assembly vote of 2012, Sweden recently showed that
individual European governments can easily endorse the Palestinian choice of a nonviolent
strategy based on collective diplomacy through the U.N. framework while reaffirming the basic
requirements for a just and durable peace.

The challenge is for other EU member-states to follow Sweden’s example. A special onus falls
on the United Kingdom to play a lead, given both its historic role in creating the Palestine
conflict and its claim to a global role and a special relationship with the U.S. Speaking at the
Cairo donor conference, its minister for international development Desmond Swayne said “this
must be the last time that we see Gaza being rebuilt ... It is critical that reconstruction efforts
now form part of a process of meaningful political change.”

But this needs to be more than pious rhetoric. The United Kingdom, along with other, willing EU
member-states, is particularly well placed to use the U.N. as a forum to modify the political
starting point for renewed Palestinian-Israeli negotiations, without moving those negotiations to
the U.N. The nonbinding vote by the British parliament in favour of recognizing a Palestinian
state on 13 October reflects the growing pressure on the government to modify direction and
play a genuinely leading role.

Speaking privately in early 2010, a senior European official in Jerusalem described EU
assistance to the Palestinians as a means to “maintain the fiction of a peace process,” so as to
keep Palestinian hopes alive. Today, a new round of reconstruction in Gaza promises to expose
the fiction and disperse it beyond recovery. If European governments genuinely wish to revive a
viable peace process, then they must demonstrate some political autonomy, collectively when
they can and individually when they must. Actively encouraging and assisting the Palestinians to
work through the U.N. system is a constructive way of doing so. If Europe cannot do even this,
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then it should stop pretending, as little is more damaging to its credibility and to the prospects of
a peaceful resolution of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

Note: This article was originally published in Carnegie Middle East Centre, Beirut and has been
reproduced under arrangement. Web Link:
http://www.carnegie-mec.org/2014/10/16/reconstruction-of-gaza-and-peace-process-time-for-

european-coalition-of-willing/hrz3
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