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Introduction


THE CATASTROPHIC TERROR attacks of September 11, 2001, set in motion a series of events that we are still feeling today. In response, the Bush administration declared war not only against al-Qaeda but against terrorism throughout the world. After invading Afghanistan and overthrowing the Taliban regime, the United States then unleashed its arsenal on Iraq. The administration claimed the main reason was to eliminate the threat of nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons, and that Saddam Hussein was in some way connected to al-Qaeda. This has been proven false by numerous independent investigative commissions and journalistic reports.


The administration has also invoked another claim: the selfless desire to bring democracy and freedom to the Iraqi people, and indeed the entire Middle East. But it is impossible for Arabs and Muslims to take these claims seriously, given the longstanding American support for Israel’s thirty-seven-year occupation of the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and the oft-forgotten Golan Heights. The primary reason for Arab and Muslim anger against America has been and remains unbridled support for Israel’s oppression of the Palestinians; it also stands as a betrayal of the American ethos of life, liberty, and property. Indeed, American support for Israel’s occupation has recruited legions to the ideology of bin Ladenism and bolstered not only anti-American sentiment through the world but also resurrected the evil rumblings of anti-Semitism.


One of the chief reasons the Bush administration has done nothing constructive to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and enhance U.S. national security interests in the Middle East is its adoption of a set of myths regarding the failure of the Oslo peace process under the helm of President Bill Clinton. Most Americans bought into the government and media spin. The Palestinians, we were told, rejected a generous Camp David deal that would have brought peace to the region and allowed them to achieve self-determination, instead choosing the path of violence by launching an intifada whose eventual goal is the destruction of the state of Israel. Why should the United States help the Palestinians if they “are either unready or unwilling to help themselves,” the category of the damned alluded to in the Bush administration’s September 2002 National Security Strategy?


As much of my book is focused on criticizing this theory, I should be the first to acknowledge how persuasive it could be, and that I originally bought into it. In the summer of 2001, after taking a class on the Arab-Israeli conflict during the course of my graduate studies, my professor posed the following question: “What was the biggest missed opportunity for Middle East peace?” Here’s my response at the time:


The biggest missed opportunity was Camp David 2000. At Camp David, both parties were ripe for conflict resolution. Ehud Barak showed the ability to think in abstract terms—outside of conventional wisdom. Barak’s bold move toward territorial compromise belongs in a category with [Egyptian president] Anwar Sadat’s 1977 visit to Jerusalem. What was lacking at Camp David was a Palestinian leader with the ability to take risks and accept that he would not get 100 percent of concessions. Barak’s honorable intentions of settling all claims came as a shock to Arafat.


I did not begin to revisit my assumptions until the September 11 attacks, when, after long days of work at Ground Zero, I found myself drowning in anguish and alcohol as I and my colleagues asked each other, “Why do they hate us?”


I began to reflect on little things I had witnessed in the course of my travels and experiences as a special agent with the State Department’s Diplomatic Security Service. Part criminal investigator and part international bodyguard, I had both the honor and the pleasure of protecting the Secretary of State and visiting Arab and Israeli leaders in support of the Oslo process, including trips to Jerusalem, Ramallah, Washington, and Camp David.


This book grew out of a project for my graduate thesis, when I conducted a series of detailed interviews with senior diplomats—American, Israeli, Palestinian, and Syrian—who were directly involved in those negotiations. I eventually held more than forty such interviews, with 500 pages of transcipts from digitally recorded depositions and notes. Some of these officials have been very outspoken on the issue, but some have never made public comment until now. These accounts were supplemented by internal government documents supplied to me that are currently unavailable to the public, interviews with top academics, journalistic accounts, my own reading on the conflict, and my training and experience as a one-time U.S. government gumshoe. I have provided footnotes for claims or ideas that are not my own. Where confidentiality and privacy requests were made, I have scrupulously honored those requests (to the point of extreme frustration, I might add, in the case of certain individuals who continue to speak differently on the subject in public).


If we are ever to repair our relations with the Arab and Muslim world, we must have an honest and open examination regarding our role in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Too many American, Israeli, and Arab lives depend on it. Considering all the threats facing our country in the Middle East, the time for petty politics and mythification has passed. There are many sides to this complex story, yet the one-sided mantra of Arab blame is still all-pervasive. What follows is a considerably more nuanced account, with enough blame to be shared by many actors in this drama. As I see it, this is the real Camp David.




•   PART ONE   •


BARAK TAKES CHARGE




•   ONE   •


An Israeli Deus Ex Machina


THE WINTER OF 1999 was not a good time for U.S. President Bill Clinton. Just before Christmas of 1998, the House of Representatives had impeached him for “high crimes and misdemeanors,” all stemming from an embarrassing independent counsel investigation into his adulterous relationship with White House intern Monica Lewinsky. Clinton was only the second president in U.S. history to suffer such an indignity, and during the previous year his personal life had been exposed by the media, the public, the FBI, federal grand juries, and, finally, Congress. The matter was not put to rest until February 1999, when the Senate voted for an acquittal. Clinton had less than two years left in his presidency to repair his damaged legacy. Nevertheless, it was the consensus of many observers that if any politician could pull off such a miracle, Bill Clinton, a political phoenix, could.


Middle East peacemaking was an area in which Clinton had exerted great personal efforts in the past. There would, no doubt, be significant risks if he redoubled these efforts, given the special U.S. relationship with Israel and the political land mines this could pose. But there could also be significant payoffs, as evidenced by the 1994 conferral of the Nobel Peace Prize upon former Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, his Foreign Minister Shimon Peres, and Chairman of the PLO Yasser Arafat for concluding the Oslo Accords in 1993.


Clinton’s first term had given hope that the Arab-Israeli conflict might peacefully conclude on both the Palestinian-Israeli track (with the 1993 beginning of the Oslo peace process) and on the Syrian-Israeli track (with the 1994 pledge by Rabin to fully end Israel’s occupation of the Syrian Golan Heights in exchange for full peace). But since Rabin’s 1995 assassination by Yigal Amir, a far-right-wing opponent of the Oslo process, Clinton had been awaiting the arrival of an Israeli leader who was empowered and willing to fulfill Rabin’s tantalizing vision of peace. Clinton’s second term, which should have allowed for bolder presidential moves1 since re-election was not an option, was initially bogged down on the Middle East peace front by the tenure of the obdurate and unwilling Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.


Time was not in the Clinton administration’s favor. Already in the winter of 1999, the State Department was deeply embroiled in faltering negotiations that later produced a U.S.-led NATO air campaign in Kosovo. With few rewards reaped, it was a puzzling intervention challenged by many critics. As a result of the State Department’s miscalculation that the bombing of Serbia and Kosovo would take only three days before compelling Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic’s surrender, the chief protagonist of this war, U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine K. Albright, became involved in a longer-than-expected imbroglio from the winter of 1999 to mid-summer, and thus was unable to fully devote her attention to the demanding duties of Middle East peacemaking. The Middle East portfolio slowly moved closer to President Clinton through his National Security Adviser, Sandy Berger, and his small cadre of experts at the National Security Council (NSC). The State Department, though committed elsewhere and with slower-moving parts, was in the loop, but not through the usual Secretary of State channels. Clinton’s Special Middle East Coordinator at the State Department, Dennis Ross, and his Assistant Secretary of State for Near East Affairs, Martin Indyk, kept a close eye on developments through their own direct channels to the NSC and White House. Ross began reporting more directly to Berger, who had instant access to the president,2 as did Indyk, who was known to call on a daily basis.3


From war in Kosovo to peace in the Middle East was just one of the many startling turns during Clinton’s waning tenure as president. Leaving behind the somber mood of his impeachment, the spring of 1999 brought hope to the administration that political changes in Israel might rekindle the peace process. Israel’s most highly decorated general, Ehud Barak, had emerged as a candidate for prime minister and was pledging to fulfill Rabin’s vision of peace. For Clinton, the announcement of Barak’s candidacy was the deus ex machina that could revive the dying hopes of Oslo. It was no secret that the Clinton administration had not had productive relations with incumbent Netanyahu. But Clinton, now wiser after six years in office, had to make sure that history—at least when it came to the conditions surrounding Netanyahu’s rise—did not repeat itself.


•    •    •


From the outset of his 1996 campaign for prime minister, Netanyahu had bluntly proclaimed his anti-peace agenda at rallies, stating that “we are here to prevent the establishment of a Palestinian state.” Initially, Clinton had little to worry about, as Netanyahu’s candidacy appeared to be a long shot. This changed drastically during the winter and spring of 1996, as an escalation of violence in the region increased the popularity in Israel of Netanyahu’s “security-driven” rhetoric.


Labor incumbent Shimon Peres, who had succeeded the slain Rabin in November 1995, faced a difficult time building campaign support for negotiations with the Palestinians. There had been a long period without Palestinian terror attacks in Israel, but the dovish Peres felt the need to do something to project the image to hawks that he was aggressive on security. He made the fateful decision to approve the assassination of Hamas bomb-maker Yahya Ayash, but found unmanageable the horrific tempest of retaliatory violence that followed: four bombings in just nine days, killing fifty-eight Israelis.


Peres phoned Palestinian Authority leader Yasser Arafat, who promised to do his part and exert every effort to confront terror. Arafat viewed Peres as a partner for peace and, with overwhelming public support—at that time many Palestinians saw the terror attacks as undermining Oslo’s hope for Palestinian freedom—he was able to order his security services to wage an internal war against Hamas. Looking back at that period, Peres recalled the result of Arafat’s heavy-handed campaign, “He killed twenty of the Hamas leaders; he arrested thousands of them. He did something that nobody else did—he shaved their beards!”4


Even this harsh repression, however, was not enough for Israeli public opinion, which had to decide whether to stay the course of negotiations with Peres or retreat to the security platform being offered by Netanyahu.


Clinton also interceded, hoping that his popularity within Israel would tip the scales in Peres’s favor. To boost the candidate he felt was most likely to conclude a future peace agreement, Clinton helped convene a summit of Arab leaders to promote Peres in the weeks preceding the election at the Egyptian resort of Sharm el-Sheikh. He next attended a well-publicized memorial ceremony with Peres at Rabin’s gravesite in Jerusalem. As the May 1996 election neared, Clinton sequestered Peres and Arafat together for a press event in Washington. He even made a pledge of $1 billion to aid Israel in its fight against terror.


International supporters of Netanyahu also got involved. Seeking the emoluments of having a right-wing leader in office, followers of the messianic Orthodox Jewish group Chabad began channeling massive foreign contributions into Netanyahu’s campaign coffers. None of Netanyahu’s notoriously secular practices really mattered to the Chabadniks: His opposition to territorial partition and a Palestinian state, which they viewed as a religious crime, overrode any other differences. Under the leadership of Australian tycoon Joseph Gutnick, and with contributions from tax deductible, nonprofit Chabad affiliates in the United States, international members of Chabad successfully rallied the 1996 campaign around the slogan of “Bibi’s good for the Jews.”


Peres didn’t have as much campaign money, but that was the least of his problems. Fighting between Israeli occupation forces in Lebanon and the Shiite resistance group Hezbollah had flared up, and a spate of Israeli casualties along the Israel-Lebanon border buttressed Netanyahu’s standing among the Israeli public. Peres lost support from the usually pro-Labor Arab Israeli voters—twenty percent of the country’s population—following the Israeli military’s shelling of the UN refugee camp of Qana in southern Lebanon. Outraged at the killing of over one hundred civilians, most Arab Israelis condemned Peres as a “war criminal” and boycotted the elections. Netanyahu managed a Likud victory by just one-half of one percent.


Netanyahu’s 1996 campaign tactics—especially his reliance on foreign contributions—had narrowly outgunned the Clinton administration’s attempt at electoral interplay in favor of Peres. Given the administration’s open support for Peres, it’s not surprising that relations with the new prime minister got off to a bad start. And they got worse as time progressed. Former White House press secretary Joe Lockhart, who was at that time tasked with providing a positive spin on the many meetings between Clinton and Netanyahu, reflected rather bluntly on Netanyahu’s character:


Netanyahu was one of the single most obnoxious individuals you’re going to come into—-just a liar and a cheat. He would open his mouth and you would have no confidence that anything that came out of it was the truth. With Barak and Arafat, you were in the margin of error. I mean these were two relatively honest guys who had the right motive.5


Any attempts to negotiate substantive agreements between Israelis and Palestinians under Netanyahu were mired in delay, provocative actions, and trickery. In September 1996, against the advice of security advisers, Netanyahu opened a passageway along Jerusalem’s Western Wall without consulting the Waqf, the Muslim authority for the city’s holy sites. This resulted in days of rioting and gun battles between the Israeli army and Palestinian security forces, in which fifteen Israeli soldiers and nearly eighty Palestinians were killed, with hundreds wounded. Netanyahu delayed the scheduled turnover of Hebron, insisting on further revision of earlier agreements, and he continued the unabated expropriation of Palestinian land and settlement construction; especially controversial was that of Jabal Abu Ghneim, near Jerusalem, which was renamed Har Homa. After a Security Council resolution condemning the construction was vetoed by the United States, violent Palestinian demonstrations erupted. In 1998, the erratic Israeli leader tried the last-minute ploy of conditioning the Israeli government’s acceptance of the Wye River Agreement on Clinton’s release of convicted U.S. spy Jonathan Pollard. Clinton nearly succumbed to Netanyahu’s blackmail demands until George Tenet, the director of the CIA, threatened to resign. It was an embarrassing episode for Clinton. And getting Netanyahu’s signature on the Wye Agreement proved to matter little. Even as the ink was drying on Wye, Netanyahu put egg on Clinton’s face and on the entire U.S.-Israeli “special relationship” by continuing to renege on Israel’s commitments to withdraw from occupied Palestinian land.


•    •    •


Like many Israelis, Clinton urgently felt the need for a Labor victory in 1999 to bring about serious negotiations. Mindful of the last Israeli election, Clinton realized that endorsing Ehud Barak’s candidacy would require striking the right political balance. At first there were not-so-subtle gestures, such as Clinton’s refusal to meet with Netanyahu.6 What followed was a behind-the-scenes mission to help Barak’s campaign, beginning with Barak’s hiring of Clinton’s own political triumvirate—Stanley Greenberg, James Carville, and Robert Shrum. Importing the same “soft-money” scheme employed during the 1996 Clinton re-election campaign, these heavyweight American consultants were able to guide Barak in raising vast sums of soft money—just as was done by the Netanyahu campaign in 1996—through both foreign and nonprofit donations. Many of the big guns who contributed to Clinton’s campaign were called in.7 Oblique fundraising schemes were employed. For example, a wealthy Jewish financier, Charles Bronfman, the CEO of Seagram’s, was able to funnel over $500,000 to Barak’s public-relations team, all through the Israeli nonprofit medium of “sending money to collect data on polls and social issues.”8


The relationship of Barak’s campaign with U.S. financers and advisers began to attract attention in the press. Reports surfaced that his team had illegally raised an estimated $10 million in the United States. The American consultancy even took a strange, Watergate-like twist, complete with a burglary at Stan Greenberg’s Washington, DC, office. Local police never recovered Greenberg’s stolen computer files, which contained Barak’s campaign finance records.9 But nearly a year later, evidence of malfeasance surfaced following a criminal investigation in Israel of Barak’s close political advisers. The Israeli government comptroller responded by levying Barak with a $3.2 million fine.10


The 1999 campaign alliance would help cement Clinton’s special political bond with Barak, though Clinton was clearly familiar with him from his earlier days as a rising political figure in Israel. As Israel Defense Forces (IDF) chief of staff under Rabin and later foreign minister under Peres, Barak had participated in the 1994 signing of the Israeli-Jordanian peace agreement and in secret channel negotiations in Washington over the issue of Israeli-Syrian peace.


The Clinton administration had pushed very hard for the successive Israeli governments to fulfill Rabin’s pledge for a Syrian-Israeli peace agreement.11 And to the great delight of Clinton, Barak began incorporating bold campaign pledges to make this his priority. “I promise you that if we create the next Government we will be out of Lebanon by June 2000, with security assurances, and deep into talks with Syria,” said Barak.12


But Clinton would have to walk a tightrope. While Barak’s campaign speech proposing Syrian-Israeli negotiations made Clinton happy, it raised concerns among the Palestinians, who, after years of patience with the slow-moving Oslo Accords, feared being left behind. Despite watching the Netanyahu government renege on Israel’s Wye River obligations, the Palestinian Authority was still carrying out its unpopular and unrewarded pledge to cooperate with Israel in suppressing organizations like the anti-Oslo Islamist group Hamas. Though Netanyahu complained that more could be done, even senior members of the Israeli intelligence bureaucracy, like General Amos Gilad, heaped praise on Palestinian security cooperation, which he acknowledged was “intensive.”13


Yet despite these efforts, the Palestinians still had not fulfilled their hopes of achieving statehood by the end of the five-year interim period mandated by the original Oslo Accords of 1993. To placate his own frustrated constituencies as elections in Israel neared—land seizures and settlement construction in the territories continued at a rapid pace, infuriating the Palestinian people and causing them to lose hope in the Oslo process—Arafat gathered international and domestic support for making a unilateral declaration of independence on May 4, 1999.14


Declaring Arafat’s efforts a “security threat,” and sensing an opportunity to garner last-minute support from extremist and right-wing constituencies, Netanyahu responded with his own threat to annex unilaterally the Israeli-controlled areas of the West Bank if such a declaration was made.15 To ease these tensions, which could only help Netanyahu as the May 17 elections approached, Clinton made a personal appeal to Arafat.


In an April 26 letter, Clinton promised that he would use his remaining time in office to push for a Palestinian-Israeli final-status agreement within a “reasonable period of time,” culminating in a Washington summit meeting. Clinton also laid out the U.S. bona fides as an honest broker committed to Palestinian freedom. Playing to Arafat’s concerns, Clinton passionately remarked:


Mr. Chairman, I know that you and your people have faced great difficulties in the past several years. Clearly the Oslo process has not made the kind of progress we would have hoped to see. Much time has been wasted and many opportunities have been lost. . . . The agreement we helped facilitate between you and Prime Minister Netanyahu at Wye carried with it a great deal of progress. The first phase was implemented. Unfortunately, the second and third phases have not been.


The Palestinians have implemented many of their commitments for the second phase, and I appreciate your efforts, particularly in the security area where Palestinians are engaged in a serious effort to fight terror.


. . . It is important that you continue these efforts and fulfill all of your commitments. We will continue to work actively for implementation by Israel. . . .


As May 4 approaches, I also understand that you face enormous pressures and challenges in trying to realize Palestinian aspirations and keep hopes for peace alive. In your effort to deal with these challenges, I am asking that you continue to rely on the peace process as the way to realize the aspirations of your people. Indeed, negotiations are the only realistic way to fulfill those aspirations. In this context, and in the spirit of my remarks in Gaza, we support the aspirations of the Palestinian people to determine their own future on their own land. As I said in Gaza, I believe Palestinians should live free today, tomorrow and forever.16


Inveigled by Clinton’s words, which an elated Arafat described as “more than positive,” the Palestinian Authority backed away from the May 4 declaration.17 After learning of the letter, which alluded to Palestinian freedom, the Barak campaign condemned Clinton for drafting what they believed was tantamount to a “Balfour Declaration for the Palestinians which harms the security of the state.”18


All of this, Clinton understood, was for Barak’s own showing in the polls. At all times he was apprised of Barak’s political reality, due to the mutual employment of the pollster Greenberg.19 Clinton had a longstanding relationship with Greenberg, dating back to his days as a paid consultant during Clinton’s 1990 Arkansas gubernatorial re-election campaign.20 The benefit of having Greenberg also working in Barak’s camp was the back channel of information it produced. Greenberg would become business partners in Israel with Tal Zilberstein, Barak’s campaign manager, and he later customized polling statistics for Clinton that specifically highlighted the political realities facing Barak and the policies that could or could not be expected to receive support.21


The polls were yet another factor that would uniquely align Clinton’s presidency with Barak, highlighting the empathy of a U.S. president who, in addition to his reverence for political polls, was already well-known for his unbridled support for Israel. Clinton’s Deputy Chief of Staff, Maria Echaveste, reflected on the use of Greenberg’s polls:


Polls in the way that President Clinton used them, was really to try to understand . . . what was the political reality that Barak was operating under? What was the atmosphere? What could be supported? What would be supported? I don’t know if he [Clinton] could make the distinction. . . 22


When the Israelis cast their votes on May 17, it was evident that Clinton had handled things well. He had prevented Arafat from declaring statehood and thereby prevented Netanyahu from making good on his threats to annul the Oslo Accords. He had also given just the right level of endorsement while keeping a more proper—at least in public—distance from the Barak campaign, so as not to repeat the mistakes made under Peres.


Election-night returns gave Barak a victory that was nothing short of a historic landslide.23 For Clinton, it was a master stroke that put the stars in near-perfect alignment and on course for a deal, or so it seemed. Barak’s election could now provide Clinton the opportunity to be remembered not for scandalous relations with an intern but for brokering the supreme cause of Middle East peace. It had been some of the most important work of his presidency, and it could be a crowning achievement that would overshadow all else in his legacy. Clinton now had the chance, as he termed it, “to atone for sins” by fostering Middle East peace.24




•   TWO   •


Misgivings About Barak


NATURALLY, NOT EVERYONE in the Arab world reacted as positively to Barak’s election as his chief U.S. endorsers. But even those optimists who were closely aligned with Barak would have to find immediate ways to rationalize the mixed messages he laced throughout his internationally televised election-night victory speeches on May 17, 1999. At the Dan Hotel in Tel Aviv, Barak began by extolling Leah Rabin, wife of the slain prime minister, and Shimon Peres, a principal architect of the Oslo peace process, which Barak had once openly opposed. Next, he effusively praised Rabin:


I would like to mention in particular that one special person who had a unique role in our reaching this moment, somebody who was my commander and guide and the person who led me into politics, our teacher and guiding light: Yitzhak Rabin. I know that if Yitzhak is looking down at us from heaven, he is proud of us today, just as we are proud of him, and he knows that together we will fulfill his heritage.1


Barak’s promise to “fulfill [Rabin’s] heritage” was interpreted ambiguously by a watchful Arab world, particularly among the Palestinian citizens of Israel, who, as one-fifth of the electorate, felt invested in Barak after block-voting to help secure his win.2 Speaking later before a crowd of jubilant Israelis attending a 2 A.M. celebration in Tel Aviv’s Rabin Square, Barak delivered a speech that stunned his Arab supporters. Contrary to the inflated hopes of some Palestinians, they were given their first indication of what to expect:


We will move quickly toward separation from the Palestinians within four security Red Lines: a united Jerusalem under our sovereignty as the capital of Israel for eternity, period; under no conditions will we return to the 1967 borders; no foreign army west of the Jordan River; and most of the settlers in Judea and Samaria will be in settlement blocs under our sovereignty. Any permanent arrangement will be put to a national referendum. In the long run, you, the people of Israel, will decide.3


Many were shocked by these statements. Barak had made a campaign promise to withdraw all Israeli troops from Lebanon within a year of his election, but the Lebanese would only make peace so long as the Syrian track had been satisfied and only if there was positive movement on the Palestinian track that promised an imminent solution to the fate of several hundred thousand Palestinians still living in Lebanese refugee camps. After Barak’s victory speeches, Lebanese Prime Minister Salim al-Hoss said: “There is no difference between Barak and Netanyahu and the best proof of that is his speech after he was elected. He ruled out withdrawal to the June 4, 1967 lines.”4 The chief Palestinian negotiator, Saeb Erekat, echoed these reservations; saying, “Barak did not go into whether he would implement the Oslo Accords or the Wye River Agreement or stop settlement, which is necessary to give a serious push to the peace process.”5


Retired General Amnon Lipkin-Shahak, who like Barak had served as the Israeli Army’s chief of staff and whom Barak later named as his minister for transportation and tourism, ruefully observed:


The errors that Barak made started after Barak was elected. The first speech that Barak gave was from the Palestinian point a “No! No! No!” speech. I will not give back Jerusalem. I will not accept any Palestinian refugees. I will not leave the Jordan Valley. They [the Palestinians] thought—especially after Netanyahu’s period—that they played a major role in the Israeli elections. And they were waiting immediately after the elections . . . [to] get a reward for what they did during the elections.6


Palestinians saw Barak’s declarations as violating the first article of the Oslo Accords; namely, that any permanent settlement would be based on implementation of UN Security Council Resolution 242, which calls for, among other things, an Israeli “withdrawal from territories occupied” in the June 1967 conflict and a just solution to Israel’s displacement of Palestinian refugees. Even though Barak ruled both of these premises out, there had been no corresponding public criticism from U.S. negotiators or, surprisingly, from America’s Arab allies like Egypt and Jordan, who had reached separate agreements with Israel based on Resolution 242.


Instead, Barak was welcomed with open arms. His hard-line rhetoric was dismissed as a tactical maneuver by a man who, at worst, was trying to mollify the religious and settler constituencies, whose help he needed in forming a broad coalition government, and, at best, would be the deliverer of the lasting peace that so many people craved.


Some Palestinians immediately began to worry that Barak would only deliver more stonewalling. They were not alone. Not everyone in the U.S. government, particularly at the staff levels of the State Department and CIA, was rating Barak’s intentions for peace so generously. Since going at loggerheads with his self-declared mentor, Rabin, over the Oslo Accords, Barak had steadily espoused unilateral tactics like “separation,” a logic premised on Israel’s imposition of a solution upon the weaker Palestinians if they wouldn’t accept Israel’s terms. Many in the State Department considered this an approach that would render a lasting Arab-Israeli peace unlikely.7


One veteran intelligence professional, Melissa Boyle Mahle, who was the CIA’s senior clandestine field operative assigned to Israel and Palestine from 1996 to 2001, reflected on the disconnect between the perception of Barak in Washington and the views held by most Palestinians:


It’s a misconception to say that the Palestinian street welcomed the election of Barak. There was a lot of pessimism already at that time. Netanyahu was not beloved on the Palestinian street. But I think that Netanyahu was a known quantity, and the pre-election statements of Barak and his performance prior to that led the Palestinians to conclude that he was not going to be a great peacenik. Indeed, one of the activities that Barak launched shortly thereafter was abandoning the Palestinian track for the Syrian track.8


Another veteran U.S. intelligence officer, who had been intimately involved in the Oslo process and was charged with assembling a leadership profile of Barak, was alarmed by the picture that emerged, and summarized this assessment to Washington via outgoing cables:


Among Israeli intelligence officers, the election represented a contest between Bibi and Barak—the “hated” guy and the “idiot.” One boyhood friend remarked that Barak is intelligent, but not as intelligent as he thinks. People within the military establishment are not very impressed with him—he would be due for a meeting at 9 A.M. and show up at 11 A.M. Barak is confident, arrogant, and prone to making decisions on his own, preferably without consulting others.9


After years of taking a keen interest in domestic politics in Israel—where he enjoyed tremendous popularity—Clinton understood that peace would not come unless Barak kept obstructionists out of his cabinet. With this in mind, the United States effectively stood the peace process down in order to give Barak the time to accomplish this goal. At least initially, the Palestinians would have to wait.


Forming his government would be a daunting task. The Likud Party, under the new leadership of hard-liner Ariel Sharon, gave Barak little choice with its demand to have ultimate veto authority over any permanent-status territorial concessions.10 But without Likud the pickings were slim. While he enjoyed a landslide victory, Barak’s Labor Party did not gain as many Knesset seats as expected. The majority of Israeli voters strongly supported Netanyahu’s ouster, but there had been numerous divisions spanning a variety of issues. For example, there were tensions between religious and secular social policies, such as whether or not Orthodox believers should be exempt from military service and the amount of public funding for religious schools.


More troubling for Barak, there was deep public fragmentation over how to proceed with the peace process. He had promised that if he concluded a peace agreement with Syria, Lebanon, or the Palestinians, he would put any territorial concessions before the public for its approval. But there had been little public preparation, either within Israel or in the United States, on behalf of creating an independent Palestinian state or, in the case of Syria, fully relinquishing Israeli occupation of the Golan Heights.


As Israel’s close ally, the United States also needed preparation. Such comprehensive moves would have required bipartisan U.S. Congressional backing at a time when Republicans, some of whom politically mirror the right-wing preferences of Israel’s Likud Party, were in the majority. The persuasion of the U.S. president would be pivotal. But ever since Jimmy Carter daringly advocated the creation of a “Palestinian homeland,” a move that provoked strong opposition from the powerful pro-Israel lobby and was seen as a symbol of Carter’s maladroit political nature, little had been done to ready the U.S. public for the eventuality of a Palestinian state. No U.S. president, Democrat or Republican, had taken this step. And, to the detriment of peace, President Clinton would do so only in January 2001, when he had just two weeks left before the expiration of his final presidential term.


Clinton likely felt that he had done enough; he had undoubtedly gone further than any other U.S. president in recognizing the Palestinians and their leadership. He had hosted Arafat at the White House for the first time in history and did so many times thereafter; this was a gesture that gave important legitimacy to the Palestinian movement. He even made the first visit of a U.S. president to Palestine—to Gaza City, of all places—following the 1998 Wye River Agreement. But for all these improvements, including a certain degree of personal sympathy for the plight of the Palestinians, by the time of Barak’s election, Clinton was still unwilling to expressly advocate the unstated Oslo endgame of an independent Palestinian state.


There were, of course, domestic U.S. political reasons for this. In 1998, a torrent of controversy had followed the remarks of his wife, Hillary, who stated before a group of Arab and Israeli teenagers, “I think that it will be in the long-term interests of the Middle East for Palestine to be a state.”11 The first lady’s comments exceeded her husband’s level of political comfort, as was made apparent by the White House press secretary’s immediate clarification: “That view expressed personally by the first lady is not the view of the president.” One year later, with Mrs. Clinton readying herself for the race to become a senatorial candidate in New York, a state that has a pro-Israel reputation stemming in part from its 12 percent Jewish vote, Republican New York City Mayor Rudolph Giuliani reminded voters of her comment and termed Hillary’s endorsement of Palestinian statehood a “very big mistake.”12


The chance that Clinton was going to rise to the occasion and declare the inevitability of Palestinian statehood before election season in November 2000 was nil. Though he did not have to face another election himself, Clinton saw the promotion of his wife’s political future as a top priority (perhaps as a way to make amends for his dalliance with Monica Lewinsky). Clinton also channeled efforts—though at times unwanted—toward the presidential candidacy of his loyal partner, Al Gore, with whom he also wanted to repair relations after the Lewinsky scandal. If Hillary Clinton’s 1998 statement on Palestine was used as a barometer, President Clinton could easily conclude that public remarks on taboo issues such as Palestinian statehood, the fate of Palestinian refugees, or the division of Jerusalem could be injurious to either campaign.


These circumstances late in Clinton’s tenure limited his freedom of movement in Middle East negotiations precisely at a time that called for daring diplomacy and the shattering of taboos. It has often been speculated that Jimmy Carter endangered his chances at re-election in 1980 by alienating his pro-Israel constituencies; Clinton’s acute sensitivity to electoral considerations—even when it was not his own candidacy that was at stake—meant that diplomatic judgment would, in the end, be sacrificed to political expediency.


•    •    •


From Clinton’s perspective, though, the U.S. Congress and public had been a secondary consideration, given Barak’s “take charge” commitment to lead Middle East peacemaking. Barak was heralded everywhere for his unique qualifications: As Israeli historian Avi Shlaim wrote, Barak was neither a dove nor a hawk; he was what Israeli’s call a bitkhonist, or a “security-ist.” Barak had been firm in his conviction that he could use his security bona fides, as Israel’s most decorated war hero, in order to unite his country toward a national consensus for peace.13 He believed the only way to pursue negotiations on all fronts was from a position of strength, and it was believed that his straddling of the political fence would allow him to attract bipartisan support, both in the Knesset and the U.S. Congress.


Barak was a hybrid of right-wing and left-wing political persuasions, so when he assumed office, it was natural that he would try to forge some right-wing alliances, ostensibly in order to enable the left-wing platform of peace to be tabled. Gilead Sher, a trusted friend and confidant of Barak who would later become his chief negotiator with the Palestinians, described the rationale and tensions behind Barak’s efforts:


What I figure Barak tried to accomplish is the very broad coalition of parties from the National Religious Party on the right to Meretz on the left. There were seven parties that participated in the coalition and signed the platform of the newly elected government. And I believe it has to do with Barak’s intention to pursue and exhaust every effort in order to achieve permanent status or at least try or attempt to achieve and conclude negotiations on permanent status.


Now, in light of that, he knew that he would lose the political extremities along the way as he approached the crucial crossroads and the conclusion of the core issues. At the same time, we thought that such a large coalition would allow him to build national consensus over sensitive issues toward the referendum that would take place at the end of the process, once an agreement had been achieved.14


Barak needed sixty-one out of 120 Knesset seats for a majority, so a “deal with the devil” of some sort was necessary to form his government. By bringing in a wide range of odd bedfellows, including the pro-settler National Religious Party (NRP), the ultra-Orthodox Shas Party, and the Russian-Jewish Yisrael Ba’Aliyah Party, Barak managed to secure a robust majority of seventy-five seats.


Noticeably absent from his coalition were the Israeli-Arab ministers, who had amassed a notable ten seats by the time of Barak’s election. This was for two reasons. First, Barak thought he could count on the “Arab vote” should a peace referendum be tabled. Second—a tangential but important reason that reflects the second-class treatment of Arab citizens within Israel—was that if Barak’s government included Arab-Israeli Knesset members when a peace referendum came to a vote, the right wing would have a field day opposing the deal by labeling it as a fifth-column “Arab” plan.


Barak did what he thought was politically necessary and, on July 6, 1999, fifty days after the election, he presented his newly formed government after formally assuming office. After weeks of haggling, the disparate members of Barak’s coalition agreed, in principle, to his mandate:


Peace will not come unless it is based on four pillars—peace with Egypt, with Jordan, with Syria and Lebanon [counting as one], and with the Palestinians. Israel has signed peace accords with Egypt and with Jordan, leaving two remaining steps to a lasting peace in the region. These two assignments together—the reaching of a permanent agreement with the Palestinians and the achieving of peace with Syria and Lebanon—are equally vital and urgent in my eyes.15


By excluding Likud and including “lesser evil” right-wingers in his government, Barak faced an unenviable political challenge that would severely strain his peacemaking agenda. Even so, many of his dovish Labor supporters were surprised to find out that a little under half of his Cabinet officials were the same people appointed under Netanyahu’s Likud government. The inclusion of the right-wing groups would eventually undermine him.


The pro-settler NRP, which has a notorious reputation for joining any coalition that will give it the most prestigious cabinet seats and the richest coffers for its special interests, was expected to stay loyal, as Sher explained, until ideological lines had been crossed—in particular, any permanent-status referendum calling for the dismantling of settlements. But for the short term, Barak planned to appease the party by allowing settlement-building to continue.


Barak appointed the head of NRP, Yitzhak Levy, to be the minister for housing and construction, a position that would give Levy ample opportunity to finance and strengthen settlement construction in the occupied territories. Upon joining Barak’s government, Levy reassured his constituents that nothing would change, saying, “Barak said clearly that he won’t freeze settlements” and that he would allow for the “natural, needed growth” of existing ones.16 Barak gave the Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Absorption, which regulates and builds housing for Jews who immigrate to Israel, to Yisrael Ba’Aliyah’s Natan Sharansky, the hard-line former Soviet dissident who is a vocal supporter of Jewish settlements, particularly in the Golan Heights.


Noticeably absent from the spotlight was preeminent Oslo endorser and Nobel Prize recipient Shimon Peres; this reflected the depth of Barak’s disdain for the Oslo Accords and their architects. Barak allotted Peres a bland portfolio to keep him far away from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, instead giving the appointment to David Levy, a former member of the Likud Party whom he expected to behave moderately. Yossi Beilin—who was closely aligned with Peres, had brokered Oslo, and was an advocate of negotiations with the Arabs—was also given an odd and distant appointment as justice minister. Equally unusual was the appointment of Shlomo Ben Ami, a Labor official and former history professor, to the position of minister of internal security. As a testament to his own micromanaging, Barak reserved the Ministry of Defense portfolio for himself, which most in the IDF brass did not appreciate.


•    •    •


Expectations among much of the Israeli public were that the Palestinian track should be resolved in order to achieve real peace with the Arab and broader Muslim world, including Syria and Lebanon. But Barak marched straight toward his campaign commitment to withdraw Israeli troops from Lebanon within one year. Most Israelis who voted for him probably recognized, at least on some level, that doing so would require negotiations with Syria to ensure that they exerted their virtual control of southern Lebanon to promote Israel’s border security. To placate the other parties—as well as the Israeli public and members of the U.S. negotiating team who were opposed to this notion—Barak expressed his commitment to work on all negotiating tracks, emphasizing that he understood the Palestinian track to be the Gordian knot at the heart of the broader Arab-Israeli conflict.


The Palestinians couldn’t have agreed more. Indeed, they demanded action. Although Palestinian resistance groups continued to be kept at bay by Arafat’s security forces, under Netanyahu’s tenure, life for most Palestinians had been miserable. The declining Palestinian economy, combined with Israel’s continued policy of provocative house demolitions, expropriation of Palestinian land, and settlement construction, made for a toxic, indeed explosive, atmosphere. Economic agreements negotiated under Oslo that were supposed to benefit the Palestinian people were never properly implemented. By 1999, the severe restrictions placed on movement of people and goods within the occupied territories, aside from provoking humiliation and anger, had eroded any gains the Palestinians might have enjoyed after the 1993 Oslo signing. These sobering realities were in plain view to everyone, and had far-reaching consequences.


As the Palestinian economy declined, so too did faith in the Oslo process. Toni Verstandig, a political appointee who served the Clinton administration as the deputy assistant secretary of state for Near East affairs, was responsible for handling the Arab-Israeli economic portfolio during the peace process. In what she terms Israeli “protectionism,” Verstandig describes how successive Israeli governments spent the Oslo years invoking security as an excuse to keep economic hegemony over Palestinian life:


Had we faithfully implemented agreements that had been reached, we would have had equity in the bank. We would have created support on the [Palestinian] street and we would have had the reserve when we needed it and the times were tough. We never fully—the parties never fully—implemented their water agreements. They never fully implemented their economic agreements.


You had this unfortunate situation of security being used as an argument to adversely affect the movement of goods and people. Security is an aspect that everyone accepted, but it was made with such a broad sweep that it was quickly realized that it was just another excuse at protectionism. We never implemented. . . the parties never implemented—the Israel-Jordan economic agreements. That also hurt the Palestinians, because they couldn’t have an open economic relationship with their Arab partners in Jordan.


The bureaucracy in Israel is unbelievable! And it is a much more protectionist-driven bureaucracy than this vibrant free-market democracy that it truly is. So you have this huge governmental disconnect between a vibrant private sector—before the breakdown of peace, the second-largest listing on the NASDAQ—and a government full of protectionists not wanting to, for whatever good reason, give up an inch of an economic toehold.17


As the quality of Palestinian life declined, those Palestinians who questioned support for the Oslo process began to take aim at the Palestinian Authority leadership who had agreed to it. Palestinian intellectuals, many of whom never had confidence in Oslo, like the late Edward Said and Haydar Abdel Shafi, would be vindicated for their years of opposition. Said, who enjoyed wide respect and popularity as a public intellectual and scholar at Columbia University, leveled criticism at the PLO leadership for agreeing to Oslo’s terms. He specifically called into question the Palestinian Authority’s security cooperation to disarm resistance groups in the wake of Israel’s continued expropriation of Palestinian land.18


Indeed, from the time Oslo took effect until June 1999, the Israeli government confiscated over 54,400 acres of Palestinian land in the occupied territories; 80 percent of this was done under the Netanyahu government.19 As the population of Jewish settlers doubled during the Oslo period, Said pointed out that “for the first time in the twentieth century, an anti-colonial liberation movement has not only discarded its own considerable achievements but has made an agreement to cooperate with a military occupation before that occupation has ended.”20


Six years after Oslo began, Arafat found himself surrounded with rising street-level dissatisfaction and growing political instability. Even his close advisers began questioning the wisdom in Oslo. Former PLO legal adviser Omar Dajani explains:


Palestinian negotiators came to feel particularly burned by what they perceived as Israeli bad faith in interpreting the numerous ambiguous formulations in the Oslo agreements, which, inter alia, required the release of “prisoners” without stipulating how many, provided for Israeli redeployment from “West Bank territory” without indicating how much, and called for “free and normal” movement of Palestinian persons and goods “without derogating from Israel’s security powers and responsibilities . . .”


The rapid growth of Israeli settlements in the occupied territories elicited criticism of the PLO’s failure to secure an explicit commitment to a settlement freeze; and the sporadic imposition of severe restrictions on Palestinian movement within the occupied territories, as well as into Israel and abroad, called into question the wisdom of the complex jurisdictional scheme established by the agreements and the overriding control reserved by Israel.21


There had been transgressions on both sides since the Oslo Accords began, primarily because the years of enmity had been artificially replaced with a document that relied on “good-faith implementation” by both sides. This formulation, which U.S. Middle East envoy Dennis Ross had introduced and insisted upon, gave the misimpression that the Palestinians had strength to bargain on equal terms, and thus not only carry out their own obligations but compel Israel to implement its half of the Oslo “land-for-peace” bargain. The “good-faith” formulation was quickly frustrated by the many interpretations of Oslo given by Israeli leaders who succeeded Rabin, as foreign-policy decisions were often left to the whims of domestic Israeli politics. Moreover, U.S. negotiator Ross, the primary arbiter of which side had acted in good faith, was viewed by the Palestinians as overwhelmingly biased toward Israel. In fact, he often did side with the Israelis.


But far worse for Arafat’s popularity was how Israeli governments were able to convince the United States to allow it to delay implementation of its obligations. The 1995 Oslo II Agreement was in large part a renegotiation of the original Oslo Agreement, in Israel’s favor. Like Oslo II, the 1997 Hebron Protocol and the 1998 Wye River Agreement were further renegotiations in Israel’s favor.


By 1999, the question on the minds of most Palestinians was whether Barak would be any different: Would he seek to implement the prior obligations or resort to the same strategy of diluting Israel’s Oslo responsibilities?


Things were clearly different as Barak took office. The key argument frequently cited by Israeli politicians who sought to defend Oslo’s breaches—whether it was refusing to hand over land for autonomous Palestinian rule or continuing with new settlement construction—was nearly always “security.” The Israeli public, however, had voiced its disapproval of this approach when they cast their vote for Barak. In fact, those who supported negotiations were generally in agreement with the views held by professional members of U.S. and Israeli security and intelligence organizations, who advised Barak that the Israeli government would no longer be able to avoid confronting the hopes most important to the Palestinians—like the dismantling of Jewish settlements and a return of most of the Palestinian land occupied since the 1967 war.


The heads of Barak’s intelligence services kept him abreast of the realities Oslo had produced for Palestinians. The fig leaf of security would be a hard case for Barak to make, especially with Israeli-Palestinian security cooperation yielding a lull in violence by groups like Hamas. Ami Ayalon, a retired admiral who served during this period as director of the Israeli domestic intelligence agency, Shin Bet, described why there was a golden era of security at the time of Barak’s election:


We had security. In the last twelve months before the Intifada [of September 2000] only one Israeli was killed as a result of terror. One Israeli! What was the reason? It was not because the Shin Bet was better. I was most of that time the director and I can tell you that the security organization of Israel today is much better and, in spite of the fact, we are losing many people almost every day! The answer was somewhere else. At least the analysis we made then—and I think this is the real answer—is that we saw correlation between support for the peace process among Palestinians and the terror policy of Hamas. The higher the support of the peace process, the Hamas attempts were lower—because you have to understand that Hamas will never fight against the Palestinian street. . . .


And the second factor was the security policy of the Palestinian organizations. The moment that the Palestinian street supports the peace, they can fight Hamas without being perceived as our collaborators.22


The success on the security front was largely due to the Clinton administration’s execution of a CIA covert action program aimed at training and equipping the Palestinian security apparatus to fight terror. While it was widely successful, former CIA officer Mahle, who described her role then as only “security liaison,” began to see the same trend that Ayalon described:


After the Wye River accords, you really started to see an erosion of public opinion in terms of what the Oslo process was bringing in terms of tangible improvement to Palestinian daily life. As a result of that, there started to be a drift on the street: the popularity of Arafat was dropping. . . . The street eventually abandoned support of the negotiated settlement period.23


The founder of the Palestinian Red Crescent Society, Dr. Haydar Abdel Shafi, who as a negotiator at the 1991 Middle East peace conference in Madrid had demonstrated his willingness to accept the Israeli state, is known for having privately and publicly counseled Arafat against Oslo because of its failure to stipulate removal of, or at the very least a hard freeze on, settlements. As someone who is still widely regarded as one of the wisest unofficial leaders in Palestine, it was moderates like Dr. Shafi—an octogenarian who had lived in Palestine since the days of British colonial rule—who consistently decried from his Gaza Strip home the hypocrisies of the Oslo Accords. He deplored the fact that while the PLO decided in 1988 to recognize Israel’s right to exist, throughout the Oslo years it was evident that elements of the Israeli government were still implementing the goal of early Zionism: the appropriation of as much of Palestine for the Jewish state as possible.24


While Barak was forming his government, provocative settlement construction instigated under Netanyahu continued with the intention of rendering a final compromise impossible. Dr. Irving Moskowitz, an American Jew from Miami, met no resistance getting the outgoing Netanyahu cabinet to approve his million-dollar plans to construct 132 housing units in a Palestinian area of East Jerusalem. A spokesman for Moskowitz confirmed that the project was a message to Barak. Moskowitz defended his building, noting that it was in “complete harmony” with Barak’s vision of an “eternally united Jerusalem under exclusive Jewish sovereignty.”25 Also, at the expense of nearby Palestinian villages, Netanyahu’s outgoing defense minister approved construction to connect the mega-settlement of Ma’ale Adumim with portions of East Jerusalem.


So as to give Barak some time to get grounded, the U.S. State Department did little but declare the building a “provocative act by an outgoing government.” The Palestinians waited to see how Barak would respond, knowing from their experience during the Oslo years that it was unlikely the United States would offer little more than rhetoric. In response to U.S. inaction on settlements, the Palestinian Authority began to openly criticize the most influential members of the U.S. negotiating team, who they believed were inadequately conveying their problems to President Clinton.


Their criticism was not without basis. Toni Verstandig received the field reports on settlements back in Washington, and recalled how an opportunity to do business differently under Barak was put aside by Dennis Ross. Verstandig explained how the U.S. team handled the incoming reports on settlements, and why U.S. government inaction persisted:


We met every day at 10 o’clock, and fought like tooth and nail. It wasn’t that there was resistance. [But] there were factors that were brought into play . . . and we would argue about the particular press guidance language.


Dennis was the most uncomfortable with the most direct approach, in terms of criticizing. I think he felt that we couldn’t diminish our leverage with Israel if we came out and publicly criticized what he believed was catering to constituencies in Israel, because it would weaken that particular Israeli government, and that particular Israeli government—at the time—was pursuing peace and therefore we had to take into account all else that they were doing.26


The pleas of the Palestinians to stop settlement construction, often conveyed through by the reporting of CIA and State Department officers, nevertheless appeared to fall on deaf ears at the higher levels in Washington. In addition to conveying their concerns routinely to their U.S. counterparts on the ground, the Palestinians tried to alert the two most central policy figures, Ross and Martin Indyk, that the settlements were going to jeopardize the chances for a final-status agreement.


By 1999, this proved to be a daunting, if not useless, endeavor. The Palestinians pointed to the bias of Ross, charging that his affinity toward Israel was directly responsible for the lax U.S. policy. The credentials of Ross, including past associations both with the staunchly pro-Israel American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) and as a policy analyst at the pro-Israel Washington Institute for Near East Policy (WINEP), served to feed the common perception among Palestinian negotiators that he was, as the de facto Palestinian Foreign Minister Nabil Shaath put it, “more pro-Israeli than the Israelis.”27


Ross made one of his first public endorsements on settlements while campaigning for the re-election of his previous boss, President George H.W. Bush. Speaking before members of San Francisco’s Jewish community on April 22, 1992, Ross boasted as an “achievement” of Bush’s Middle East foreign policy record that the Arabs “had not been able to make the formal freezing of settlements a precondition for the holding of talks.”28 If Ross had to moderate his views toward settlements at all upon becoming the central negotiating figure under Clinton, the legalistic lexicon of Oslo offered him an escape. Under Oslo’s fine print, settlements would be dealt with as part of the final-status negotiations. Thus the United States was able to dodge a vigorous confrontation over settlements by miring themselves in renegotiation upon renegotiation during the interim period. Indeed, Oslo said nothing about settlement “dismantling” or “evacuation”; much less did it call for a cessation of construction during the interim years. Instead, settlements were made part of the long-term Oslo objectives under the following clause:


It is understood that these [permanent status] negotiations shall cover remaining issues, including: Jerusalem, refugees, settlements, security arrangements, borders, relations and cooperation with other neighbors, and other issues of common interest.29


Those within the U.S. government who regularly fielded complaints on settlements dutifully reported their findings, but stressed that the onus was on Washington to carry out a policy change. From her years of experience as a liaison between Israeli and Palestinian intelligence services, Mahle opined that “the settlement issue, more than anything else, inflamed the street.”30


There is a general consensus among State and CIA officials that the United States had an opportunity to do business differently after Barak’s election. Even Israeli intelligence officials like Ami Ayalon hoped that, for the sake of maintaining a period of relative calm on both sides, U.S. policymakers would use the election of Barak as an opportunity to reverse their blasé attitude toward settlement growth. At least for Ayalon, the polls the Shin Bet relied upon sent an ominous message: By June 1999, a 63 percent majority of Palestinians did not trust the peaceful intentions of the Israeli people.31




•   THREE   •


Leaning Toward Syria


IN THE SUMMER of 1999, as far as most of the Mideast specialists in the Clinton administration were concerned, including Sandy Berger’s NSC, it did not make sense to focus on anything but the deteriorating Israeli-Palestinian track.1 But at the highest echelons of Albright’s State Department, support had been slowly mounting for a broader, multilateral effort that matched Barak’s Syria-first preferences. In a June 3, 1999, speech, Martin Indyk, who as assistant secretary for Near East affairs was crafting policy for the State Department, did his best to assuage Palestinian concerns. He stated:


We do not fear this notion that one track will move ahead faster than other tracks. If we’re moving ahead on all tracks we can create the positive dynamic that we once had in the peace process, in which progress on one track helps generate progress on another.2


Despite his public statements favoring progress on all negotiating tracks, in truth Indyk was the U.S. official who most strongly advocated a behind-the-scenes, single-focus, Syria-first agenda. Indyk’s rooted views on Syria extended back to his days as an analyst for the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC).3 After founding the AIPAC-sponsored Washington Institute for Near East Policy (WINEP) in the mid-1980s in partnership with future State Department colleague Dennis Ross, Indyk began to sell the Clinton campaign as early as 1992 on the advantages of Syria-first. Indyk recalled his rationale, which remains the same today:


I have always seen the virtue—from an American point of view—of going with Syria-first. In terms of our strategic interests, a peace treaty with Syria would produce a peace treaty with Lebanon, would deal with the Hezbollah problem in southern Lebanon, and take the only remaining conventional Arab army out of the conflict with Israel.


Syria was the beating heart of pan-Arabism. And once it made peace with Israel, all the other Arabs would have cover to normalize their relations. Iraq and Iran would have been seriously isolated once Syria was taken out of their potential nexus—Iran, because of the peace treaty between Israel and Lebanon, would have lost its toehold in there.


And we would have been in a much better position then to work the Israeli-Palestinian track in a situation where Arafat would have to get serious about doing a deal for fear of being left high and dry. And the Israelis would be in a better position in which to do a deal.4


Indyk’s policy arguments can be summarized in one line: it would be easier to force the Palestinians to submit to Barak’s final-status terms after regional allies who offer resistance, like Syria, were taken out of the equation. Indyk had also seen the “virtue” in Syria-first well before he became a U.S. citizen in 1993. He individually sought to push this agenda with prior Israeli governments and, in a 1991 WINEP report, he spelled out the argument for why the United States should do the same:


At a minimum, the U.S. needs to have its priorities clear. U.S. strategic interests would best be served by an agreement that reduced if not eliminated the chances for another Syrian-Israeli war. Who rules in Nablus [Palestine] is not a strategic priority for the U.S.5


The idea that the Palestinian question should not take priority as the core of the Arab-Israeli conflict was a personal agenda that Indyk carried with him into the U.S. government.6 Once Clinton became president in 1993, Indyk, an Australian citizen who covered the Middle East as an intelligence officer in Australia’s government, underwent expedited citizenship procedures in order to join the Clinton foreign policy team.7 Just one week after becoming a U.S. citizen, Indyk was granted the nation’s highest security clearances and thrust into the epicenter of U.S. national security policymaking with an appointment to the position of Middle East adviser to the president at the National Security Council.8 During their first NSC strategy session on the Middle East, the president signed off on Indyk’s rationale, deciding himself that his administration would promote the Syria-first strategy.9


Clinton later appointed Indyk as the first Jewish-American ambassador to Israel, in 1995. His appointment was an exception to the State Department’s universally applied security practice of avoiding such ethnic appointments (it will not, for example, name a Chinese-American to become the U.S. ambassador to China; this policy is to ward off routine attempts by intelligence services to manipulate allegiances). As was evident in the case of Jonathan Pollard and numerous other still-classified instances of hostile Israeli-intelligence actions against the United States, the outward public ambience of friendly relations is misleading. As far as counterintelligence professionals were concerned, Indyk could have become a target for Israeli intelligence recruitment: He resided in Israel during the 1973 war and had even served a stint as a volunteer with Israeli civil authorities during that crisis.10


But despite the appearance problems the ambassadorship created for Indyk, who as an American Jew would be vulnerable to the sometimes anti-Semitic charges of “dual loyalty,” he took little to no measures to either lower his profile or downplay his affinity for the Jewish state. In a 1998 AIPAC interview, he assured members of the U.S. pro-Israeli community that “evenhandedness is not in our lexicon.”11 This was a posture that, according to some of his State Department colleagues, gave him the hallway reputation as “a true Zionist.”12 His open support for the Israeli Labor Party would ultimately compromise his representational obligations as ambassador following Netanyahu’s election.13 Former ambassador to Israel Ned Walker recalled:


Martin had been very supportive of Labor. I mean, that’s why Netanyahu had a hard time dealing with Martin, because he had been so openly advocating Peres’s election when Netanyahu won.14


Indeed, upon Netanyahu’s election, Indyk was returned to Washington and named the assistant secretary of state for Near East affairs.


Barak was comfortable with Indyk and his longstanding Syria-first views. Prior to his first meeting with Arafat, Barak gave an interview in which he said—using the same logic Indyk espoused—that he saw the Palestinians as “the weakest of our adversaries.” Dismissive of the Palestinians as a strategic adversary—which furthered the Palestinians’ feeling of humiliation—Barak continued that “as a military threat they are ludicrous. They pose no military threat of any kind to Israel. The Syrians, however, are a source of conventional strength that can generate a major collision.”15


By the summer of 1999, Indyk was in for a flattering surprise. He had worked closely with Barak on negotiations with Syria during the mid-1990s while Barak had been serving as chief of staff to Rabin.16 Through the oblique and ultimately successful lobbying efforts of Barak’s wife, Nava, who is a close friend of Indyk’s wife, Jill, an Australian diplomat, President Clinton agreed that fall to again nominate Indyk as ambassador to Israel.


Their mutual elation was hardly concealed. Indyk then remarked that “it is not often that you get a second chance, and I believe with Prime Minister Barak’s election, we now do have a second chance.”17 In his view, not only did the administration have a second chance to broker peace as Clinton wished, but the ambassadorship gave Indyk another chance to facilitate the process on the ground. From Israel he would be able to work again with Barak, this time the Labor prime minister, to prove the Syria-first strategy worthwhile.


•    •    •


It became apparent that the United States would follow this strategy, but it would first have to pass a pro forma muster with Clinton’s lead Middle East envoy, Dennis Ross. Ross and Indyk, known for their years of friendship and fraternal commitment to promoting the interests of Israel, had diverged in their levels of influence upon entering U.S. government service. In many ways Indyk had lagged behind Ross’s career advancement. Like Indyk, Ross had unabashedly championed exceedingly pro-Israeli policies as early as his first 1985 WINEP policy publication, when he called for the appointment of a “non-Arabist Special Middle East envoy” who would not “feel guilty about our relationship with Israel and our reluctance to force Israeli concessions.”18 Through his affiliation with the Republican Party, Ross first went on to espouse his ideology by securing a position as part of the Reagan administration’s NSC Middle East team. He later advanced under the successor Bush administration to become director of the State Department’s highly influential Policy Planning Division.


The 1992 election of Democratic Bill Clinton would normally have meant an end to Ross’s appointment. But Ross’s shrewd nurturing of connections ensured that his ability to guide Middle East policy would transcend domestic political boundaries, in no small part because of Indyk’s own appointment within the Clinton administration, which enabled him to put in a good word on Ross’s behalf.19 As Clinton took in the recommendations of his new cabinet, including Indyk’s Syria-first doctrine, he not only reviewed and approved the creation of a new State Department envoy position based on Ross’s earlier WINEP paper; Clinton also selected Ross himself to fill the job. In the summer of 1993 Ross became the first “non-Arabist special Middle East envoy” to lead U.S. negotiations.


But following Barak’s election and the excitement both Ross and Indyk shared at playing leading roles in concluding historic peace agreements before the end of their government service, what was once a subtle competition over who could best direct U.S. Mideast policy was transformed into a negative tension, particularly as Barak adopted Indyk’s Syria-first strategy. Ross, who had become the ubiquitous face of Israeli-Palestinian negotiations, was uncertain over which direction to head and did not want to be the one to dampen Barak’s enthusiasm, which Clinton fully shared.


Should Ross have used his position to resist the Indyk/Barak push regarding the Syrian track, his own centrality in the process could have brought the scorn of Barak and, in turn, put his own hard-won influence over the president in jeopardy. Ross apparently did not want to risk being viewed as a spoiler. These internal dynamics created an opening that any prime minister would seek to exploit. Barak would certainly do so.


It became all the more palatable for Ross to accept the new turn when, in late June 1999, an unusual exchange took place between Syrian President Hafez al-Assad and Barak. To everyone’s disbelief, the two had exchanged sweet nothings through British journalist Patrick Seale. It began with Barak’s pronouncement, before formally taking office:


The only way to build a stable, comprehensive peace in the Middle East is through an agreement with Syria. My policy is to strengthen the security of Israel by putting an end to the conflict with Syria. I am truly excited to see if there is a possibility to conclude a “Peace of the Brave” with Syria.


There is no doubt that President Asad has shaped the Syrian nation. His legacy is a strong, independent, and self-confident Syria—a Syria which, I believe, is very important for the stability of the Middle East. I see Syria as a pillar opposite us on the other side of the region.


Days later in Damascus, Asad reciprocated with extraordinary compliments:


I have followed [Barak’s] career and his statements. He seems to be a strong and honest man. As the election results show, he evidently has wide support. It is clear that he wants to achieve peace with Syria. He is moving forward at a well studied plan.20


•    •    •


Before embarking on his first symbolic visit as prime minister to neighboring Arab countries, Barak met with Arafat on July 11 at the Erez crossing, at the northernmost border of the Gaza Strip. To the displeasure of the Palestinians, Barak began his meeting by asking Arafat to consent to a delay of Israeli implementation of the recently signed 1998 Wye River Agreement while he pursued a fast track toward final-status negotiations. Arafat objected, insisting that the two must be done simultaneously—implementing Wye and beginning negotiations on the final status.21 Despite his inability to secure assurances from Barak on Wye’s implementation, Arafat decided to give him the benefit of the doubt, ending their first meeting on an upbeat note, calling Barak “a friend and a partner.” Upon his return from the U.S., the two agreed to meet again and resume talks.22


On July 15, Barak arrived in the United States for an especially warm six-day visit, beginning in Washington. The president’s wife, Hillary, had been off campaigning in New York that morning for her U.S. Senate bid, and Clinton and Barak were afforded a three-hour tête-à-tête in the family’s private living room.23 During this meeting, Barak formally notified Clinton that, for his government, a treaty with Syria would be more important, from the strategic point of view, than an accord with the Palestinians.24


Many within the State Department and NSC were skeptical of the Indyk-Barak push for Syria-first. Though Clinton had agreed to this strategy when Indyk originally presented it at the beginning of his administration, there had been nothing to show for it, since the Arabs and Israelis themselves were not willing to accept it. In fact, the Israelis and Palestinians had secretly concluded the Oslo Accords behind America’s back. Then, when the United States tried to gain momentum again on the Syrian track, the Israelis went off and did a secret deal with Jordan, in 1994. Later, due to lack of trust between Netanyahu and the Clinton administration, official U.S. mediation with Syria stalled and instead focused on the Palestinians.


To allay Clinton’s concern that a focus on Syria might further damage the worsening Palestine track, Barak gave Clinton his word that Israel would come through on all its agreements with the Palestinians—including the Wye Accord.25 Clinton accepted Barak’s assurances, and predicted for his own aides afterward that Barak would be “a leader who will be scrupulous in terms of living up to his obligations.”26


On the first night of Barak’s visit, he, Clinton, and their wives adjourned to Camp David, the president’s official retreat nestled in the bucolic Catoctin Mountains of nearby Maryland. At the venue where the U.S. brokered the historic Israeli-Egyptian peace agreement in the summer of 1978, Barak whetted Clinton’s appetite for peace with a history lesson. While touring the cabins where Egyptian leader Anwar al-Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin stayed during their Nobel Prize-winning summit, Barak flattered Clinton by stressing the importance of U.S. presidential intervention, reminding him of how during the summit, President Jimmy Carter had been able to “bypass everyone and make things happen” when negotiations got bogged down.27


In an intimate discussion that lasted until almost 2 A.M., Barak confided to Clinton that he was prepared to “make painful compromises” for peace.28 In the next few days, however, Barak brought along additional requests that he saw as necessary in order for him to succeed. Foremost, he wanted to modify U.S. diplomatic involvement in the process. He had publicly criticized the monitoring role of the CIA in Gaza as inappropriate,29 preferring instead that the United States contribute to the process more “as a facilitator than as a kind of policeman, judge, and arbitrator at the same time.”30


This was primarily a slam on the CIA’s Tel Aviv station, which was assigned the controversial role of monitoring Israeli and Palestinian fulfillment of obligations. The president was familiar with the CIA’s work, as many of the various breaches of the Wye River Agreement were reported directly to him via secret memorandum. One U.S. intelligence officer serving during the Netanyahu period lamented:


I believe that both the Israelis and Palestinians were in breach of several agreements reached—including the Wye agreements. But I mostly fault the Israelis. In their culture, the Israelis will accept a deal, and then go into debate and deliberation afterward about whether they are going to live up to the terms of the deal. Culturally, this was a real problem.31


As intelligence officials complained that the president was not pressuring either side to live up to its obligations, the CIA became a judge without an enforcement capability—a political lightning rod that was struck by both sides. Barak wanted the CIA monitoring mechanism to end.


But underlying Barak’s preference for less direct involvement was really a veiled criticism of Clinton’s special Middle East coordinator, Dennis Ross, who, since 1993, had become the symbol of the “incrementalist” process, which was, in Barak’s view, a step-by-step, “death-by-a-thousand-cuts” procedure. At the time, Ross suggested that he was “a bit taken aback and hurt” by Barak’s public criticism of the “facilitator” role he was playing, but he responded with confidence that “when the work has to be done, it will be myself and Martin doing it.”32
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