PALESTINE MEDIA PROJECT:
Promoting Accuracy and Non-Bias in
Middle-East Reporting, and Thus Facilitating
The Evolution of Just Solutions, and Human 
Rights and Equality through International Law. 
 

Greetings Everyone:

 

Once again Israel pursues illegal settlement expansion in the West Bank in complete defiance of the United States and the international community and undermining ongoing negotiations.

 

Activist Opportunities
The coverage in the mainstream media has been fairly good, except once again it has not been mentioned that all of this settlement activity is illegal as per international law.  Thus it  probably would be appreciated to send supportive letters to the following reporters and their editors for their thorough coverage of this activity while mentioning that framing the problem within international law would be an important improvement.  

 

And there are three exceptions to this - the Christian Science Monitor, the Los Angeles Times and the San Francisco Chronicle did not mention this surge in settlement building at all, failing in their responsibility to keep their readers informed of important world news.  The Christian Science Monitor published an article about the failure of the peace talks, but attributed the failure soley to weak leadership of Olmert and Abbas and Bush.  This article is also copied below for you to read.

 

 

ARTICLES TO RESPOND TO:
 

The following reporters and their editors should be thanked with letters, with the caveat that they should be encouraged to mention international law.

 

Ethan Bronner with the New York Times for: "Rice, in Israel, Criticizes Surge in Settlement Construction" (26 August 2008).

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/27/world/middleeast/27mideast.html?scp=6&sq=Israel&st=cse
 

Joel Greenberg with the Chicago Tribune for:  "Settlement growth said to double" (27 August 2008).

http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/chi-israel-settlements_greenbergaug27,0,2202267.story
 

Karin Laub with the Associated Press for:  "Israel tightens grip on West Bank's Jordan Valley" (30 August 2008)

 

Of the 11 major newspapers we surveyed, Ms. Laub's wire service article was published in the Atlanta Journal-Constitution, Boston Globe, Chicago Tribune, Denver Post, Miami Herald, Philadelphia Inquirer and Washington Post (as well as many other major and minor newspapers across the USA which we did not survey).

 

Here are the URL for the articles so you can read them yourself in the different newspapers:

 

http://www.ajc.com/search/content/shared-gen/ap/Middle_East/Mideast_Valley_Of_Strife.html
http://www.boston.com/news/world/middleeast/articles/2008/08/30/israel_tightens_grip_on_west_banks_jordan_valley/"

http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/sns-ap-mideast-valley-of-strife,0,7462427.story
http://www.denverpost.com/search/ci_10344335
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/world/AP/story/665741.html
http://www.philly.com/philly/wires/ap/news/nation_world/27698364.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/08/30/AR2008083001169.html
(in the Chicago Tribune, Ms. Laub's article was titled, "To both Israelis and Palestinians, biblical Jordan Valley is the key to national survival")

 

It is very important to support such reporting by the wire services such as the Associated Press because their work is published by thousands of news outlets across the USA.

 

Their contact info is listed below.

 

Info on international law is listed below.

 

Newspapers with Inferior Reporting on this Issue: 

 

Contact info for the Christian Science Monitor, the Los Angeles Times and San Francisco Chronicle are also listed below.  It might help them if you sent them copies of the good articles provided below to model for them fairly accurate and thorough reporting on this important subject.

 

 

INFO RESOURCES ON THIS ISSUE:
 

PEACE NOW  latest report on Israeli Settlement Activity , August 2008:

http://www.peacenow.org.il/site/en/peace.asp?pi=61&docid=3380
 

Here is the information on international law:
 

The Israeli settlements violate the following international laws:

 

Geneva Conventions (IV) relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War (1949), article 49(6)

Protocol Additional to the Geneva Conventions (1977), article 85(4)(a)

Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (1998), article 8(2)(b)(viii)


 

 The 1977 additional protocols mentioned above clarify and reinforce the 1949 Geneva conventions.  The 1998 Rome Statute of the ICC brings together in a single document all the basic international laws covering crimes against humanity and war crimes to facilitate prosecution in the International Criminal Court.  Clearly, Israel is in violation of this statute on a number of points including the settlements.

 

All the different Geneva Conventions and their additional protocols of 1977 can be downloaded from:

http://www.un.org/issues/docs/d-peace.html
 

They can also be viewed in the following study guide:


www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/internationallaw/internationallawalpha.htm
 

The Rome Statute can be accessed from this webpage - http://www.icc-cpi.int/legaltools/ .  On this page, accept the Terms of Use, and then press on the link to "Basic ICC documents", and then press on the link for the Rome Statute (1-7-2000).

 

An important resource describing the illegality of the Israeli settlements on occupied land is the International Court of Justice 2003 Advisory Opinion on the legality of Israel's separation barrier it is building in the West Bank.

 

The website for this advisory opinion can be found at:

 

http://www.icj-cij.org/docket/index.php?p1=3&p2=4&code=mwp&case=131&k=5a
 

An excellent study guide on the advisory opinion can be found at:

 

http://www.geocities.com/savepalestinenow/miscdocuments/icjadvisoryopinion2003/studyguides/icj2003sgmain.htm
 

 

MEDIA CONTACT INFORMATION FOR REPORTERS & EDITORS LISTED ABOVE:
 

Joel Greenberg with Chicago Tribune -  jogreenberg@tribune.com
 

Chicago Tribune Letters-to-the-Editor -- ctc-tribletter@tribune.com
 

-----------------------

Ethan Bronner with New York Times - press on the link for Ethan Bronner's name found on this page -

 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/b/index.html
 

This leads to a page which lists all his recent articles.  Press the link to send an email to him, and then 

enter your message to him in the Comment Input Form that will then appear.

 

New York Times Letters-to-the-Editor -- letters@nytimes.com
 

---------------------

Karin Laub with the Associated Press - info@ap.com
 

Her article was published by the following newspapers:

 

(1)  Atlanta Journal-Constitution Letters-to-the-Editor -- letters@ajc.com
(2)  Boston Globe Letters-to-the-Editor -- letter@globe.com
(3)  Chicago Tribune Letters-to-the-Editor -- ctc-tribletter@tribune.com
(4)  Denver Post Letters-to-the-Editor -- openforum@denverpost.com
(5)  Miami Herald Letters-to-the-Editor -- HeraldEd@MiamiHerald.com
(6)  Philadelphia Inquirer Letters-to-the-Editor -- Inquirer.Letters@phillynews.com
(7)  Washington Post Letters-to-the-Editor -- letters@washpost.com
 

-----------------------------------------------------

Contact info for the three newspapers that published nothing or published an inaccurate article is included below --
 

Christian Science Monitor Letters-to-the-Editor -- compose your letter in advance, and then copy into the Comment Input Form found on the CS Monitor website at -- 

 

http://www.csmonitor.com/cgi-bin/encryptmail.pl?ID=CFF0C5E4
 

Danna Harmon, the reporter for the article copied below, which does not mention the settlements at all, can be reached through the Comment Input Form found at --

 

http://www.csmonitor.com/cgi-bin/encryptmail.pl?ID=C4E1EEEEE1A0C8E1F2EDE1EE&url=/2008/0826/p06s05-wome.html
 

---------------------------------------------

The San Francisco Chronicle and LA Times did not write an article at all --
 

San Francisco Chronicle Letters-to-the-Editor -- letters@sfchronicle.com
 

Epstein, Jack, SF Chronicle Foreign Service and World Wire Editor, can be reached at - jepstein@sfchronicle.com
  

Los Angeles Times Letters-to-the-Editor -- letters@latimes.com
 

LA Times World News editor can be reached at  - 

http://www.latimes.com/services/site/la-comment-foreign-cf2,0,1628335.customform?sId=World%20News

 

FULL TEXT OF PERTINENT ARTICLES:
=========================================

Karin Laub's wire service article:

 

http://www.ajc.com/search/content/shared-gen/ap/Middle_East/Mideast_Valley_Of_Strife.html
http://www.boston.com/news/world/middleeast/articles/2008/08/30/israel_tightens_grip_on_west_banks_jordan_valley/"

http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/sns-ap-mideast-valley-of-strife,0,7462427.story
http://www.denverpost.com/search/ci_10344335
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/world/AP/story/665741.html
http://www.philly.com/philly/wires/ap/news/nation_world/27698364.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/08/30/AR2008083001169.html
 

Israel tightens grip on West Bank's Jordan Valley

By KARIN LAUB

Posted on Sat, Aug. 30, 2008 

 

 

They live just a couple of miles from each other along a country road winding through parched fields, but they are worlds apart. 

Avinadav Vitkon, an Israeli freelance writer, is putting down roots in this strip of West Bank land known as the Jordan Valley, helping to establish a new Jewish settlement with his government's backing. Palestinian farmer Jasser Daraghmeh is barely hanging on to the 10 acres he says have been in his family for years. 

Vitkon, 29, lives in a trailer, but will eventually move with his wife and four young children into one of 20 homes to be built on an adjacent hill. Daraghmeh, a 34-year-old father of six, expects the Israeli military to demolish his family's wooden shack because it was built without a permit. 

Their differing fortunes are the product of a struggle for control of this valley alongside the Jordan River - biblical terrain which Israelis and Palestinians both say they need for national survival. 

Human rights groups say Israel has systematically fostered Jewish communities at the expense of Palestinian growth in several areas of the West Bank it wants to keep, and the Jordan Valley is among the hardest hit. Israelis move freely through the valley, while Palestinians are hampered by building restrictions and roadblocks, one of which even keeps them from nearby Dead Sea beaches. 

The West Bank was captured by Israel from the kingdom of Jordan in the 1967 war. The Jordan Valley is ill-defined geographically, but by some measures is roughly one-fourth of the West Bank. Palestinians regard it as the breadbasket of the state they hope to achieve, and the only place big enough to absorb large numbers of refugees. 

Israel says it needs the Jordan Valley as a buffer against Arab attack. 

Today, the valley has a distinctly Israeli feel, with Jewish settlements, Hebrew billboards, war memorials and a Jewish seminary lining a sleek highway packed with Israeli motorists. 

Some 6,000 Israeli settlers live in 25 communities sprinkled across the area, whose West Bank sector stretches about 60 miles north to south, ending at the Dead Sea. 

Dubi Tal, a settler leader, says Israelis in the region are confident enough in the future to be investing in date palms, which take years to bear fruit. 

Still, the fate of the settlements is on the table again in peace talks. Palestinian negotiator Saeb Erekat says Israel appears willing to cede the settlements while keeping troops in the area, possibly to be replaced by international border monitors. 

"They don't want to keep the Jordan Valley, but they want certain arrangements," Erekat said of his Israeli counterparts, who would not speak publicly about plans for the region. 

After the 1967 war, Israel adopted the view that the valley was vital to deter Arab attack from the east. But today Israeli strategists are divided. 

Proponents of compromise note that Israel and neighboring Jordan have been at peace for 14 years and that Iraq is not the formidable foe it was under Saddam Hussein. Besides, they say, the bigger threat comes from ballistic missiles, not the conventional ground forces that fought in 1967. 

Also, any peace deal would entail a land swap, and given how small Israel and the West Bank are to begin with, the valley may be too large to trade. 

However, some warn that giving up the strategic area and with it direct control over the West Bank's border crossings would allow weapons and militants to reach the Palestinian territories, as happened after Israel pulled out of Gaza in 2005. 

"In all likelihood, were Israel to abandon the strategic barrier of the Jordan Valley, shoulder-fired missiles capable of taking down a 747 jumbo jet would soon appear on high ground in the West Bank that dominates (Israel's international) Ben Gurion Airport," said Dore Gold, a former Israeli ambassador to the United Nations. 

All the same, peace is preferable, counters Shaul Arieli, an Israeli former negotiator. 

"Strategic depth is very important for Israel, but Israel can have better security with a peace agreement than by keeping the West Bank," he said. 

Israel hasn't built a settlement in the valley since the 1980s, according to the Israeli settlement watchdog group Peace Now. So why build Maskiyot? 

Some think it has less to do with security than with internal maneuverings between the Israeli government and the powerful settler movement now that peace talks with the Palestinians have resumed. 

At the moment, talk of peace sounds wishful because leadership is lacking on both sides. 

Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas is largely paralyzed by his rivalry with the Islamic militant Hamas, while Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, plagued by corruption scandals, says he will step down next month. 

Vitkon and his family headed to Maskiyot, 25 miles south of the Sea Of Galilee, after being evacuated from Gaza, along with some 8,500 other settlers, in 2005. In February, the Vitkons and eight other settler families, all but two from Gaza, moved into trailers at Maskiyot. 

Construction of permanent homes is to begin in the fall, said Tal, the settler leader. The government will pave an access road, and hook up the homes to water and electricity. 

Just two miles away, Farsiyeh has dwindled from about 100 families before 1967 to about 20 living in far-flung shacks, according to Daraghmeh, the farmer. 

Some 53,000 Palestinians live in the Jordan Valley, about half in the ancient city of Jericho where Palestinians run their own administration. The rest live under full Israeli control, squeezed between settlements, military zones and off-limits nature reserves. 

Daraghmeh says it's getting harder to water his crops. He points to a pile of black plastic pipes, remnants of his irrigation system. The Israeli military says it destroyed the pipeline running from a nearby spring to his fields because it was illegal. 

His legal aid lawyer, Abdallah Hamad, said farmers in the area have traditionally used the spring and are allowed by Israel to draw water but can't use pumps and pipes. 

Daraghmeh said he is determined to stay because, with his siblings gone in search of better jobs, he's the last of his family to farm the land. He said he is switching to crops he can grow with brackish water from nearby hot springs. 

The farmer unfolded a piece of paper - an order in Hebrew to demolish the shack he built two years ago. 

"People know that even if they apply for a permit, they won't be able to obtain it," said Hamad, his lawyer. "That's why they keep building ... without applying for permits."

© 2008 Miami Herald Media Company.

 

==========================================================

ETHAN BRONNER'S ARTICLE IN THE NY TIMES:

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/27/world/middleeast/27mideast.html?scp=6&sq=Israel&st=cse
 

Rice, in Israel, Criticizes Surge in Settlement Construction 

By ETHAN BRONNER
 

August 27, 2008

JERUSALEM — Peace Now, the Israeli advocacy group, said in a report released Tuesday that in the last year Israel had nearly doubled its settlement construction in the occupied West Bank, in violation of its obligations under an American-backed peace plan.

Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, in Jerusalem on a short visit to help Israeli and Palestinian leaders in their negotiations, said when asked about the report that she had told Israeli officials that such building did not advance the cause of peace.

“What we need now are steps that enhance confidence between the parties, and anything that undermines confidence between the parties ought to be avoided,” she said with the Israeli foreign minister, Tzipi Livni, at her side. 

Ms. Livni said that settlement building should not influence the negotiations because the goal should be “not to let any kind of noises that relate to the situation on the ground these days enter the negotiation room.”

Earlier, Ms. Rice had made clear that neither Israelis nor Palestinians had fully lived up to their obligations. Israel is supposed to end all settlement building and remove illegal settlement outposts, while the Palestinians are supposed to dismantle terrorist infrastructures.

Negotiators had hoped for a full two-state peace framework between the Palestinian Authority and Israel to be completed by the end of President Bush’s term. Lately, though, they have cautioned that such an aim may be out of reach although the talks, they say, are making progress.

Most say they prefer to continue the process rather than try to put together a partial document. But Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, who has pledged to resign after his Kadima Party chooses a new leader in September, seems eager for an agreement before his term ends to burnish his legacy.

Standing with the Palestinian president, Mahmoud Abbas, in Ramallah after their meeting, Ms. Rice said that “God willing,” and with the hard work of the negotiators, the two-state goal could still be attained before year’s end. 

Mr. Abbas seemed already to be looking beyond the Bush administration, however, and expressed hope that its successor “will continue what we have begun.”

He also complained about the increased settlement building.

The Peace Now report on settlements, based on aerial photos, visits and government data, says that more than 1,000 buildings are going up in the West Bank, including 2,600 housing units. It says that for the first five months of 2008, construction in the settlements was 1.8 times greater than in the same period of 2007. 

Peace Now opposes Israeli construction on land captured in the 1967 war, like the West Bank, and favors furthering the creation of a Palestinian state there. Yet it is considered a reliable source of settlement information. 

Its report says more than half of the building is beyond the separation barrier that Israel has built in recent years on the border of and inside the West Bank. This is significant, if true, because Israeli leaders have argued that ultimately a deal with the Palestinians will allow it to keep several settlement blocs and neighborhoods in East Jerusalem in exchange for land swaps. Therefore, they say, their building in East Jerusalem and close-in settlements on their side of the barrier should cause no concern. 

The Peace Now report shows that the building in East Jerusalem is intensive, with the number of tenders for houses there up to 1,761 this year from 46 in 2007.

A spokesman for Israel’s Housing Ministry, Eran Sidis, said he could not check on all the data in the Peace Now report, but he defended building in areas Israel hopes to keep, saying, “There’s nothing to prevent strengthening settlement blocs that in the end of the day, in a peace agreement, will clearly be in Israel’s hands.”

American and Palestinian officials reject the idea that such building is harmless to negotiations. In addition, the Peace Now report challenges the government’s assertions that it is limiting construction to the western side of the barrier by showing that beyond the barrier, building continues apace. It also says that in the illegal outposts that were supposed to be removed, 125 new structures have been added, including 30 permanent houses.

Copyright 2008 The New York Times Company
 

==========================================================

JOEL GREENBERG'S ARTICLE IN THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE

 

http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/chi-israel-settlements_greenbergaug27,0,2202267.story
 

Settlement growth said to double

Rice calls West Bank projects 'not helpful'

By Joel Greenberg

Chicago Tribune correspondent

August 27, 2008

JERUSALEM—A report released Tuesday by the Israeli advocacy group Peace Now said Israel has nearly doubled construction in its West Bank settlements this year, violating commitments under a U.S.-backed peace plan even as it pursued revived talks with the Palestinians.

Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, who met with Israeli and Palestinian officials for a second day to prod forward negotiations, said she had told the Israelis to avoid steps that undermine confidence, and that settlement activity is "not helpful." 

"What we need now are steps that enhance confidence between the parties, and anything that undermines confidence between the parties ought to be avoided," Rice said when asked about the report at a news conference with Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni. 

On Monday, Israel released 198 Palestinian prisoners, calling it a confidence-building measure to support peace talks. But ongoing Israeli settlement construction on land captured in 1967 continues to shadow the negotiations, drawing protests from Palestinian officials who say it prejudices the outcome of the talks and undermines prospects for a territorially viable Palestinian state.

Off the 'map'

The U.S.-backed "road map" peace plan, affirmed at a conference that relaunched talks in November, requires Israel to freeze all settlement activity and the Palestinians to break up and disarm militant groups. Rice has said during her trip that neither side had fully met its commitments under the plan.

Livni urged the Palestinians not to use the settlement issue as an "excuse" to hold up the negotiations, just as she had avoided doing so after Palestinian attacks in Israel.

"The peace process is not and should not be affected by any kind of settlement activities," Livni said. "The role of leaders is to try and find a way to live in peace in the future, and not to let any kind of noises that relate to the situation on the ground these days to enter the negotiation room." 

The Peace Now report, citing data from Israel's Central Bureau of Statistics, said government-backed construction in West Bank settlements in the first five months of 2008 was 1.8 times greater than it was last year. From January to May of this year, the Housing Ministry initiated construction of 433 new homes, compared with 240 in the same period in 2007, the report said. 

1,000 buildings

Altogether, there are more than 1,000 new buildings going up in West Bank settlements, including 2,600 housing units, the report said, citing aerial photographs and on-site visits. 

The report showed a sharp increase in new Israeli building in East Jerusalem, which the Palestinians seek as the capital of their hoped-for state. This year the government invited bids for construction of 1,761 homes there, compared with 46 in 2007, according to the report. 

Peace Now opposes Israeli construction of settlements and monitors their growth, publishing periodic reports on their expansion. 

jogreenberg@tribune.com
 

Copyright © 2008, Chicago Tribune
==========================================================

DANNA HARMON'S ARTICLE IN THE CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR WHICH DOES NOT MENTION SETTLEMENT EXPANSION AT ALL.

http://www.csmonitor.com/2008/0826/p06s05-wome.html
Bush struggles with legacy on Mideast peace

Ms. Rice concludes a one-day trip to the region Monday. Her 22 visits have netted little progress.

By Danna Harman | Correspondent of The Christian Science Monitor 

from the August 26, 2008 edition

Tel Aviv, Israel - Nine months since President Bush and Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice hosted the much touted Annapolis Conference on Middle East peace – at which all sides pledged to work toward a settlement by the end of 2008 – Ms. Rice is once more pushing in person for some kind of deal before the administration leaves office.

Her arrival here Sunday marks the 22nd time she's shown up to shuttle between the sides. Yet the main thing Israelis and Palestinians seem to have come any closer on is a shared sense of disappointment.

For decades, American presidents have strived to resolve long-simmering Israeli-Palestinian troubles. Yet Bush, who won some plaudits early on as a president who championed a two-state solution more boldly than any of his predecessors did, is struggling to burnish his legacy on Middle East peace.

The lack of progress here may stem from early misconceptions about the region and a lack of sustained effort in resolving the conflict. Weak Israeli and Palestinian leadership were also a factor.

"President Bush came into office and declared he had a vision – but in practice there was nothing visionary, innovative, or well thought-out," says Yoram Meital, head of the Center for Middle East Studies and Diplomacy at Ben Gurion University of the Negev. "And as a consequence we have been driving full speed ahead on neutral for a very long time."

 

Too little, too late?

According to Michael Oren, a visiting professor at Georgetown University and author of "Power, Faith and Fantasy," a history of American involvement in the Middle East, Bush spent five full days in office on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, coming to the region twice and hosting the two-day Annapolis conference – not an inconsiderable effort.

Over the years Bush has pressured Israel to disengage from Gaza and dismantle settlements, and pushed the Palestinians to hold democratic elections.

But many here maintain his efforts were not enough. President Carter, who brokered the 1978 peace agreement between Israel and Egypt, dedicated a record 14 days of his administration to the peace process, says Professor Oren.

President Bill Clinton, who orchestrated the first-ever handshake between Israeli and Palestinian leaders in 1993 and later came close to forging a comprehensive deal at Camp David, invested 13 days.

"At least Clinton made a real effort," sighs Mohammed Dajani, director of the American Studies Institute at Jerusalem's Al-Quds University. "With the Bush administration ... we have no sense of any legacy at all."

With weak leaders, talks falter

But would more time truly have made a difference? Prime Minister Ariel Sharon's departure from political leadership in 2005, and the rise of Hamas in 2006 elections, certainly hurt US efforts here.

But the big problem in recent years, Oren believes, has been the lack of effective leadership on the Israeli and Palestinian sides. "It's fashionable to say Bush missed opportunities and was using the wrong paradigm, but I disagree. The DNA of peacemaking is strong Palestinian and Israeli leadership. And that we don't have."

"If Bush had tried to do more in these circumstances he would have risked further deteriorating the prestige of his presidency," he continues.

Even those who believe that US moves might have once made a difference admit that now – with the Bush administration in its waning days – and the Israeli and Palestinian leaders arguably at their lowest domestic points yet – time has run out.

Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert is mired in scandal and on his way out of office in September. The vicious and deepening split between Palestinian parties Fatah and Hamas continues to undercut the authority of Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas (also known as Abu Mazen).

"There is not enough time to do any work now. None of the players are in any shape to formulate policy and no one has energy to work on this peace process," says Mr. Dajani.

Danny Ayalon, Israel's ambassador to Washington until 2006, agrees: "The only thing we can hope for now is to avoid a complete breakdown in dialogue and keep a small flame going for the next American administration."

"There is absolutely no hope for progress on the peace process at this junction," Mr. Ayalon continues. The name of the game now is just keeping the fragile pieces together and a facade of momentum."

Prisoner release fails to satisfy

Even the release of 198 Palestinian prisoners Monday – as a goodwill measure toward Mr. Abbas – did little to brighten the mood here.

"The idea that this is going to strengthen Abu Mazen in any substantial way is a big mistake," says Meital. "There will be celebrations, yes, but the day after, nothing significant will remain and it will not move dialogue forward."

The unilateral prisoner release could actually backfire, Professor Meital worries, creating more tension between Fatah and Hamas and giving Abbas critics more ammunition to argue that the leader is too cozy with the Israelis. Hamas has been trying to secure a similar prisoner release in exchange for abducted Israeli solider Gilad Shalit, whom they have held since 2006.

And while the release provoked anger among many Israelis – at least two of the prisoners released had killed Israeli citizens – many Palestinians argue the gesture is far from enough. More than 9,000 Palestinian prisoners remain in Israeli jails.

It is unclear if Rice, when her plane takes off Tuesday, will return here as secretary of State. In any case, her visits might have a calming effect on the parties, says Ayalon, but are no longer seen as harbingers of progress.

In fact her arrival here – which not long ago would have easily topped the local news – was met with little attention from the media.

"Now all we can do is wait," Ayalon says. "No matter who wins the US elections, it will take months for the new administration to settle in, and no one expects any changes on the ground here during that time. Basically, we are talking about next summer."

Copyright © 2008 The Christian Science Monitor.
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