INTRODUCTION

“The issue of the Palestinian refugees is central to the Israeli-Palestinian relations. Its comprehensive and just resolution is essential to creating a lasting and morally scrupulous peace… the State of Israel solemnly expresses its sorrow for the tragedy of the Palestinian refugees, their suffering and losses, and will be an active partner in ending this terrible chapter that was opened 53 years ago.”

The past year has seen a resurgence in Middle East violence, centered on the perennially explosive issue of Israel and its continued occupation of Palestine. Referred to as the “mother of all the conflicts”, tension and bloodshed runs deep, with a mutual animosity that has even present for many generations. This has been fuelled in large part by religion; as Judaism, Christianity and Islam were born in the area, there are strong emotional factors are at play. The United Nations Security Council must decide what exact course of action is to be taken to defuse this perennial time bomb.

BACKGROUND

It would be utterly impossible to give an in-depth analysis of the historical background to the current situation without destroying several rainforests. For the purposes of the Security Council however there are several key points that must be considered.

The victors of World War One in 1919 dismantled Turkey’s Ottoman Empire, which had controlled almost the entire region. From this came the modern states of Lebanon and Syria, Iraq, Kuwait and Palestine. Under the auspices of the League of Nations, Palestine and Jordan were in effect colonies of Great Britain. Two years prior in 1917 the British government issued its famous “Balfour Declaration”, in which they declared themselves to be in favor of the creation of a Jewish state on Palestinian territory. This has been referred to as the foundation for today’s conflict.

The Zionist movement, which advocated a return of Jew’s to their biblical homeland, gained mementum in the early 20th century. Many began migrating to Palestine before World War One, but the ascent of Adolf Hitler to power on the European continent in the 1930’s and the subsequent atrocities of the World War Two period accelerated those numbers greatly. The following years were marked by a growing conflict between Arabs and the Jewish settler; finally in 1947, an exasperated Britain handed the issue to the United Nations. At the time, the region’s population was about 600,000 Jews; 1,100,000 Muslims Arabs and approximately 150,000 Christian Arabs.

In 1947 the U.N General Assembly (Resolution 181) devised a plan to partition Palestine, which was immediately rejected by the Arabs. In 1948 Britain withdrew its troops, and in the ensuing violence the Jews proclaimed the state of Israel (May 1948). Jerusalem was split between Israeli control in the western section and Jordan in the east. War immediately broke out between Israel and all of its neighbors, who were soundly defeated. The Arab states refused to declare peace or to even recognize the legitimacy of the Israel state. Since then, there have been many developments crucial to understanding the current situation.

1956- When Egypt seized and nationalized the Suez Canal, Britain and France conspired with Israel to regain its control. The Israelis invaded the Sinai Peninsula, with the British and French occupying the Canal Zone. After a U.N mandated withdrawal, the fist United Nations emergency force (U.N.E.F) was sent to patrol the Israel-Egypt border.

1967- Threatened by another invasion, Israel launched a surprise attack on Egypt, Jordan and Syria. Known as the “Six Day War”, the Israelis captured the Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza Strip from Egypt, the Golan Heights from Syria and the West Bank and East Jerusalem from Jordan. These acquisitions doubled their territory, and rendered all of Palestine under their control. It was around this time that the Palestine Liberation Organization (P.L.O) was created as a resistance to Israel’s rule.

1973- Egypt and Syria attacked Israeli forces during the Jewish holiday of Yom Kippur, but were eventually pushed back and once again defeated. The U.N sent another U.N.E.F to patrol the Sinai, and another to watch the Israel-Syria border.

1978- Egypt, Israel and the United States signed the Camp David Accords, in which the Sinai was returned to Egypt in return for peace and recognition.

1987- Violence broke out in the West Bank and Gaza in a fashion similar to the recent flare-up, as young Palestinians hurled stones at Israeli troops and caused other disobedience. Over 20,000 were killed or injured in this intifada, or uprising.

1993- The Oslo Accords were signed between P.L.O head, Yasser Arafat, and Israeli Prime Minister, Yitzhak Rabin. Israel recognized the P.L.O and gave them limited autonomy in return for peace and an end to Palestinian claims on Israeli territory. The P.L.O took charge of the West Bank in 1994. That same year, a peace treaty was signed between Israel and Jordan.

Still, Israel has refused to relinquish full over its conquered territories. An issue related to this is dramatic increase in Israeli settlement in the West Bank: in 1975 3,000 Jews lived there, but in 1995 this number had risen to 145,000. Many of these settlers are quite militant, believing in a sort of “manifest destiny” for Israel to take over all of Palestine.

CURRENT SITUATION: 2000-2001

On September 28th of last year, Ariel Sharon led a group of supporters to the Temple Mount near Jerusalem, known to Muslims as the Haram al-Sharif (Noble Sanctuary). Sharon, at the time leader of the right-wing opposition in Israel’s parliament, made this public spectacle in order to re-affirm Israeli sovereignty over the site, which is sacred to both the Islamic and Jewish faiths. This was considered an insult to many Palestinians, and proved to be a catalyst for another outbreak of violence similar to 1987. Over 300 people had died by November in this latest intifada, leaving the outside world at a loss as to what could be done to resolve the situation in the short-term.

In October it seemed that a temporally peace plan bordered by U.S President Bill Clinton at a summit in Egypt would put an end to the violence, but it fell through, and the frightening between Israel soldiers and Palestinians continued. In December 2000, Ehud Barak resigned as Israel’s Prime Minister due to eroding support for his policies within his coalition government. On February 6th, 2001, Sharon won a prime ministerial election, leading to fears that his hard-line approach to the West Bank issue would exacerbate matters ever further.

Since then the violence has continued at a steady pace with no definitive end in sight. Arafat has vowed to remain defiant, especially in the face of news that 3 Palestinians youths were shot dead by Israeli forces on March 29th. The United States has urged calmness on both sides with an eye to a return to negotiations, but so far they have fallen on deaf ears.

MEASURES TAKEN ALREADY BY THE UNITED NATIONS
The United Nations has been virtually side-lined on the question of Palestine. In the past, while they have issued numerous resolutions, such as UN resolution 242 the so-called "land for peace" resolution requiring Israel to withdraw to pre-1967 borders and return all captured land in return for peace with its Arab neighbors, the US has vetoed any such effective actions by the UN.  Most resolutions previously passed have done little to reduce the tension in the region.

Hence, the Palestinian people as well as Israelis do not see much hope in the UN helping. Recently, Kofi Annan has been involved in talks, but only when the US has permitted it. (A convenient scapegoat if things don't go well).

The recent UN resolution to look into the violence resulted in US ambassador, Richard Holbrooke describing them as biased and that the Security Council ended its usefulness. Yes, because it criticized Israel then the US did not like that. Because it did not support the Israeli positions, it ended its "usefulness" to the US interests. That there was a unanimous vote to condemn the Israeli actions with the US abstaining, this gets little mention in the media and has no meaning for the US mainstream politicians.

Ideally it should be involved. Ideally, the Security Council (while it too isn't the best set up in the UN, it is more multilateral than just one "even-handed peace broker") should help govern peace talks. However, for the US, there are too many "national interests" at stake (economic ones -- oil).

QUESTIONS  TO BE  ANSWERED.

1. Does your country think that any other countries should be involved as a part of the conflict?

2. What has your government or an organization from which your nation is part of, made to solve the conflict? 
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