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Intro:

British Ambassador Tom Phillips sees many differences since his first posting here as DHOM in the 1990s – some positive, some worrying. 
Text:

Relations between countries are a complex affair – much more so than the average newsbyte or even journalistic in-depth analysis can portray. And in a world becoming more and more complex, with ties existing on so many levels and sub levels, anyone stating something as banal as “relations between Upper Prognorlia and the Republic of Snoo remain excellent” is perhaps doing reality a disservice. 

With regards to the United Kingdom and the Jewish-Israeli Nation, the above is an understatement, to say the least. Jonathan Spyer, in the Middle East Review of International Affairs (2004) described it thus: “In the House of Commons on January 29, 1949… the lines (were) demarcated: a consensus deeply wary of Israel in the Foreign Office and reflected in the views of important policy-makers but with significant individuals in both major parties far more sympathetic, and inclined to view the new state as a potential asset and ally.” Then, in the 1980s, many will say that British foreign policy is largely dictated by the Prime minister’s Office.
So who, at the end of the day, determines British Policy?

As you yourself said in your introduction, I think it would be unfair to describe foreign policy in such simplistic terms as, ‘who determines’, as if it were the result of one person’s personal inclinations. I joined the Foreign Service in the 1980s, the Thatcher years, so I cannot attest to how things were done before. What is certain is that in today’s world, technology encourages, enables and demands cooperation between all fronts. Now obviously, in a finite world limited by resources, you need to define objectives. The Foreign Office works in accordance with a set of ten strategic priorities, headed at present by resolution of conflicts and fighting terror, and these are determined in accordance with a formal process in Whitehall through consultation with all branches of government and the grassroots level of people like me serving abroad. 

How well does it work? Well, I can personally attest to my own experience of inter-agency cooperation, since I have worked for most of my diplomatic career in areas of conflict. To resolve these conflicts, you need to take into account, not only the UK’s defined policies, but also our defense and economic interest, and these are determined by other ranches of government. So we need to cooperate with these ministries, consult with them and appreciate their expertise. In places like Afghanistan and Kosovo, I would say that we have succeeded in doing quite a good job.

Before WWI, Emir Feisal (son of the Sherif of Mecca), who was to become King of Iraq, wrote to the Zionist Organization:  “We Arabs... look with deepest sympathy on the Zionist movement. Our deputation here in Paris is fully acquainted with the proposals submitted yesterday by the Zionist Organization to the Peace Conference, and we regard them as moderate and proper. We will do our best, in so far as we are concerned, to help them through: we will wish the Jews a most hearty welcome home.”
By 1948, the enmity was abysmal. To what extent was British policy and rule to blame?

I would really not want to get into a detailed credit and debit account of the Mandate. It would be wrong to pretend that it was all smooth sailing. I was recently looking at Tom Segev's One Palestine Complete and Martin Gilbert's Churchill and the Jews. I was particularly moved to read about how that great statesman consistently supported both the rights of Jews in the world and the development of the Jewish homeland and eventual State throughout his career, and yes, perhaps things would have looked differently if Churchill had been reelected in ’45. But nevertheless, I do feel that Britain honestly struggled to balance the competing aspirations of Jews and Palestinians. I think, to be fair, it took time for Britain to understand how best to balance the Balfour Declaration's commitment to a Jewish homeland, and to the rights of the other communities living in Palestine. Clearly, there are parts of the record with which I personally feel very uncomfortable, particularly in the closing part of the Mandate. But even today, I think that the 1937 Peel Commission report makes for some wonderful reading: an acute analysis of the basis political problem and of the need for partition and a Two-State solution – although I'm not signing up to the particular lines they drew!
What I feel I can argue safely is that there is certainly a positive inheritance from that period, of shared values: democracy, the rule of law, and a free press. For let’s face it, if there is one thing that is quite astounding about Israel, it is the ability to maintain democracy in the face of severe hardship. Many other countries easily deteriorate into dictatorships or worse under conditions that are not nearly as severe. But here, democracy and its institutions are so deeply entrenched. Now, many of these institutions were inherited from the Mandatory administration; so I think I can safely say we do have a part in Israel’s success.  
Right now we’re on the tail end of the UNISON/UCU attempt to boycott Israeli academia. Does Israel have a problem in the UK? 
I was struck, too, at the time by this year's unions' boycott debates, and how Israel began to worry whether public opinion in the UK was somehow turning against Israel. It is always difficult to have an exact barometer for bilateral relations, but when the worry level was running here, there was I think a tendency to forget the good news. You had  Professor Stephen Hawking's very successful visit last December, or the many on-going areas of successful academic links between institutions in the UK and Israel. For instance, the involvement of Goldsmiths College, the Slade School of Art of London University and Glasgow University in the British Council's By-Art Scheme in Israel, and Brighton University's involvement with the British Council's Football 4Peace tournament. Then, you have many thousands of Israeli students studying in the UK and British students in Israel. Before the boycott thing hit the fan, 5,000 British football fans had come to Israel for a wonderfully trouble-free weekend. 
But I think that nowadays the best way to gauge relations between two countries is based on trade. And that’s a big success story. Back in the 1990s, two-way trade stood at £1.3 billion per annum. Two-way trade between the UK and Israel in 2006 was around £2.4 billion and continues to rise steadily. Over 200 Israeli companies currently have operations in the UK, and major British companies such as HSBC, APAX, British Airways and British Gas have significant interests in Israel. Then, there are over 40 Israel companies currently raising capital on the London Stock Exchange’s AIM. Last year, 25% 25% of all international listings on AIM last year were from Israel. And, of course, there’s Israel’s participation in the European Union’s 6th and 7th Framework Program. Britain was largely instrumental in this, and at present there are over 260 framework projects featuring Israeli and British partners; that’s something like 1.5 billion Euros worth. 
You have mentioned elsewhere that Israeli attitudes towards Europe and even the UN have changed over the past years. What do you think has prompted this?
Yes I think attitudes have changed. It would have been inconceivable back in the early 1990s to think of something like the EUBAM mission at Rafah, or of the way in which Israel has welcomed the strong European presence at the heart of UNIFIL II in the Lebanon or the EU role in the Quartet.

Obviously Israel's relationship with the US is unique; but many Israelis have their roots in Europe, and Europe is Israel's major trading partner. There have also been major steps forward in Israel's formal relationship with Europe The Israel-EU Association Agreement came into force in 2000 and since then Israel and the EU have been strengthening their relationship through the EU/Israel Country Action Plan.   There are talks underway about further how there might be further enhancements of that relationship. So yes, Israelis are beginning to receive positive reinforcement from Europe. Also, I think Israelis are beginning to understand  that issues have to be solved jointly. The political situation has changed. When I first served here, Itzhak Shamir was the Prime Minister and it was illegal to speak to the ‘enemy’. For their part, the Arab world was still in denial regarding the State of Israel. The came the Iraq War, the Scud attacks and Madrid. Since then, we’ve had the failure of Camp David and disappointment on the Israeli side. But along with that came a realization that nobody wants a third wave of violence. Today, 70% of Israeli understand that one can’t go back to the days of status quo, that if things don’t push forward, the ending may not be a happy one.
And on the other side, in what way do you think European attitudes have changed?

There are two things to remember here. One is that some countries in Europe have now experienced terror (in England, of course, we have been acquainted with terror through the IRA), and now realize that the problem is much wider than the local Israeli-Palestinian conflict. And two, there is a perception that Israel has tried. Through Rabin and Barak, Israel has taken steps however complex the reasons for failure of these efforts at the time. 

As a result, there has been a fuller understanding in the international community of Israel and its concerns, quite apart from, for instance, the widespread international admiration for the way Israel's business community have seized the opportunities represented by globalization. And Israel is perceived to have made some strenuous efforts towards peace in the 1990s.
Phillips hails from a military family background, which instilled the ‘travel bug’ within him, but also the desire to learn about the ‘other’ – a desire that eventually led to literature studies at Oxford. 

I’ve always loved reading. I still feel that those years were the best five I’ve ever spent, combining the arts, psychology and philosophy. I guess I was also influenced by my grandfather who wrote several strategy papers for the Navy (?), and that’s given me a certain sense of history. You must remember, though, that I was older than the average student and more motivated. I had worked before as a journalist and actually thought I’d be going back to it after school. But it’s that immersion in narrative which fascinates me.

I think that the core of diplomacy is the desire to understand the narrative of others and, when competing narratives clash, to see where these can be reconciled. That’s why I’ve specialized in conflict areas: what is the personal narrative of Israelis, Arabs, Afghans? If you’re not interested in that, the overall story has no point.
What frightens me, to a certain point, is the dehumanization of conflicts, how each side fails to understand the humanity of the other. The West Bank is a case in point. There is a total detachment between Tel Aviv and beyond the Green Line. I am struck by how few Israelis actually know much about the conditions under which Palestinians live, compared to the wider range of human contacts when I was here in the early 1990s. And yet, the moral strain of occupation represents a deeply insidious threat to Israeli society. I think that anybody who has joined me on some of my tours of the Occupied Palestinian Territories - to the barrier, checkpoints, down the Jordan Valley, and to Hebron - would share that view. None of these justifies terrorism and violence, but the ultimate answer to Israel's PR problem and its security dilemma is a successful peace process, and I very much hope that is what is now underway.
What does it all depend on?
Leadership. Although – as I said at the beginning – policy must be determined in concert, you need leaders who can sell the policy to their people. Mandela and De Klerk prevented a bloodbath in South Africa; Milosevic’s style opened the path to a free world. I feel that the leadership in the region includes some brave people who are prepared to take some brave steps. 

After all, when you look at history and the deep level to which the debate has moved, it is clear what the solution needs to look like. And the question of Israel’s secure place in the region is not just a local one. It is the core issue in a wider picture, as Tony Blair has indicated. If progress can be made here, it will bolster the moderates in the Arab world in general. If peace is possible here, it’s possible everywhere.
