
By Dr James J Zogby 

In recent weeks, the Trump administration has taken
a series of drastic punitive actions against the
Palestinian people. Some analysts have accepted

the official White House explanation that many of the
actions were done either out of displeasure with
actions taken by the Palestinian leadership or as pres-
sure forcing them “to take steps to advance the start of
direct and meaningful negotiations with Israel.” I dis-
agree. When added together, the Trump administra-
tion’s moves are so all-encompassing and far-reaching
that I suspect a more ominous intent. 

Here’s what the administration has done:
They cut US assistance to UNWRA,

Congressionally authorized humanitarian, development
projects and programs for the West Bank and Gaza,
and ended the annual grant Congress has authorized
for Palestinian hospitals operating in East Jerusalem. In
addition to these cruel cuts in much needed assistance,
the administration closed the Palestinian mission in
Washington and announced plans to redefine who is, in
their view, a Palestinian refugee.  

At the same time, the White House acquiesced to
the passage of Israel’s “Jewish Nation-State Bill” and
said nothing in opposition to Israel’s recent announce-
ment of thousands of new settlement units, some in
highly sensitive areas - either in Arab East Jerusalem
or deep in the heart of the West Bank. They also let
pass, without protest, Israel’s planned demolition of an
entire Arab village and a number of Palestinian homes
in Jerusalem. 

In a recent interview with a Sheldon Adelson-
owned Israeli newspaper, US Ambassador to Israel
David Friedman, after gloating over his success in
moving the US Embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem,
made it clear that there is a “new day” in the US-Israel
relationship. He said, “We don’t tell Israel what to do,”
signaling that Israel can operate with impunity toward
the Palestinians and the occupied territories because in
the new US view “It’s always Israel’s decision.” In a
separate and equally revealing interview, Jared
Kushner termed the Trump administration’s moves as
necessary to “strip away ‘false realities’” - meaning
“taking Jerusalem and Palestinian refugees right of
return off the table”.

Likud policies 
All of these actions, taken together, tell me that the

Trump administration has fully embraced the hardline
world view of Israel’s Likud. They reject not only the
Palestinian right to self-determination, they also do not
accept the very idea of Palestinian “peoplehood”. The
plans they have announced would sever the West Bank
from Gaza and leave East Jerusalem and the 28
Palestinian villages trapped within the Israeli-annexed
“Greater Jerusalem”. 

Meanwhile, as a result of the Trump administra-
tion’s declared intention to economically strangle
UNWRA and end this program, the Palestinians in
refugee camps in Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan would
not only be forced to give up their property rights
and their “right of return”, they would be turned over
the United Nations High Commissioner on Refugees
to be resettled in other countries. If this Trumpian
approach were to succeed, the Palestinian nation
would be dismembered and dispersed. In their mind,
it would cease to exist. 

The Israelis, for their part, have been given carte
blanche. They get: Jerusalem; an end to the “refugee
problem”; the right to declare that only they are enti-
tled to self-determination; freedom to demolish and
build, as they wish, in the occupied lands; and an
increasingly economically deprived Palestinian popu-
lation that they hope will either submit to Israel’s will
or be forced to leave.  

Zionist claims
All of this calls to mind an earlier era; when

Zionists referred to Palestine as “a land without a
people for a people without a land”; or Golda Meir’s
“It was not as if there was a Palestinian people in
Palestine...They did not exist;” or the religious Zionist
claim that God gave this land to them and they should
deal harshly with the “strangers” whom they find
there. 

This hardline Israeli rejection of Palestinians as a
nation and a people with rights was to have ended
with the Oslo accords, signed 25 years ago. In the
introduction to those accords, Israel  and the
Palestinians recognized each other’s right to self-
determination. What was left was to find the way to
implement that mutual recognition. Succeeding US
administrations failed miserably in pressing the par-
ties to implement the Accords. 

For example, instead of “striking while the iron was
hot”, the Clinton Administration, operating with the
faulty assumption that the Israelis and Palestinians
could do it on their own, lost precious time, allowing

hardline Israelis , Palestinians, and members of
Congress to sabotage the fledgling process. As a fre-
quent visitor to Israel/Palestine in those early years,
after seeing the expanding Israeli forms of repression,
the growth of settlements, and increased Palestinian
bitterness and despair brought on by dramatic spikes
in unemployment and poverty, I wrote “if there’s a
‘peace process’ someone forgot to tell the Israeli
occupation forces and the Palestinian people”.

The situation went from bad to worse. Israeli poli-
t ics became more hardl ine. The “Palestinian
Authority” became an economic dependency and a
security force without any real control over their ter-
ritory, their land and their ability to develop. The US,
failing to address the asymmetry of power (Israel had
it all, while the Palestinians had none), largely func-
tioned as a self-willed impotent shepherd of a dying
“peace process” - oftentimes acting less like an “hon-
est broker” and more like the begrudging enabler of
Israel’s bad behavior. And then peace process died,
an unannounced and unacknowledged death. Only the
fiction of a process remained. 

Mask is off
Now, with the Trump administration, the mask is

off and the fiction has ended. As it takes shape, as
revealed through this administration’s recent actions,
Trump’s “ultimate deal” appears to be not a formula
for a just peace, but a forced Palestinian acquies-
cence to the Zionist vision for Palestine. Recognizing
this, an Israeli commentator recently sarcastically
wrote “First Trump took Jerusalem off the table, then
he took the refugees off the table, all he has to do
now is take the Palestinians off the table - and I guess
we’ll call it peace.”

But not so fast. Despite the dysfunctional state of
the Palestinian political order, it must be remembered
that it wasn’t the PLO or the Palestinian Authority or
UNWRA that created and sustained Palestinian
national aspirations. Rather, these bodies, in their time,
have embodied those aspirations of the Palestinian
people. These entities may disappear or be destroyed
- but the will of the Palestinian people lives on. Those
who ignore either their will or the fact that the issue of
Palestine, for the Arab people, remains “the wound in
the heart that never healed” should beware of the
consequences of their ignorance. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute
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Washington Watch

By Steven E Halliwell

The poisoning of former Russian double agent
Sergei Skripal and his daughter Yulia has
taken yet another dramatic turn. After UK

authorities named two Russians - both said to be
from the GRU military intelligence service - as sus-
pects in the attack, Vladimir Putin said Wednesday
that the pair were civilians, not criminals, and that
he hoped they “will turn up themselves and tell
everything”.

While Moscow has denied involvement in the
Skripal attack, the evidence of Russian complicity
seems convincing. The Russian suspects were
tracked arriving from Moscow, traveling briefly to
Skripal’s home town of Salisbury at the time of the
poisoning and returning to Russia within hours.
Putin’s latest comments, which became top news on
Russian TV, add another dimension to the mystery.

Russian intelligence agencies presumably must
have realized that the poison attack in Salisbury
would be traced back to Russian actors, given the
origin of the toxin and how publicly the assault was
executed. On one level, that might have been
intended to serve as a warning from Putin to any
other spies thinking of changing sides that Moscow
could find them anywhere.

But the Russian government may have had a
broader target in mind as well. Those most likely to
suffer from the consequences of the poison attack
are not the small group of agents like Skripal, but
the thousands of rich Russians living in elegant
London neighborhoods, sending their children to
the best schools, collecting major works of art and
traveling the world in style. These Russians are now
under increasing pressure from the UK government
to explain the source of their wealth. After decades
of lax monitoring of inflows into London banks
from dodgy companies based in tax havens, Britain
recently approved legislation requiring disclosure
of “unexplained wealth”. Fraudulent transfers by
wealthy Russians are clearly intended as one of the
targets.

Although Putin is loath to admit it, Western
sanctions and Russia’s anemic economy are putting
enormous pressure on the Kremlin. Projected
growth has just been revised downward, defense
spending has grown, and social welfare costs
remain high. Over a trillion dollars is estimated to
have left Russia since the collapse of the Soviet
Union, much of it since Putin took power in 2000.
By angering the UK government and motivating
them to crack down on Russian oligarchs, Putin
may be hoping that the UK retaliation to the
Skripal poisoning could push the expats to repatri-
ate some of that money.

Capital has poured out of Russia during the
Putin years for two reasons. One, corrupt business-
men want the comforts and status of life in the West
after years of Soviet penury; second, Western
countries offer security via a legal system and an
independent court system, as well as more reliable
banks than those in Russia. Putin could not have
stopped the outflow without fomenting a revolt
against him.

With so much money outside the country, there
is little investible capital available in Russia.
Projected economic growth has just been officially
revised downward to 1.8 percent in 2018 and 1.3
percent in 2019. (US growth by contrast is about 4
percent this year, and likely to slow to 3 percent in
2019.) Russia’s Central Bank, fearing a freeze on US
dollar transfers now being considered in the US
Congress, has stopped rebuilding its dwindling for-
eign currency reserves and is ramping up its pur-
chases of gold.

Kremlin under pressure
Putin desperately needs some of that offshore

money to come back home. In a March address to
the nation, he called for $340 billion in new invest-
ment during the rest of his presidential term, of
which private businesses should pony up $130 bil-
lion. For an economy that has a GDP below $2 tril-
lion, that’s a great deal of money.

But if history is any lesson, the Russian moneyed
business class will not cooperate with Putin’s
demands. A similar effort a few years ago to bring
offshore money back - under the awkward slogan
of “de-offshorization” - had only limited success.
After the August round of sanctions, Putin offered
Russian business another deal - offshore status in
various protected domestic enclaves - again to lit-
tle effect.

NOTE: Steven E Halliwell was corporate finance
head of Central and Eastern Europe for Citibank
and Chief Financial Officer of the US-Russia
Investment Fund
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Trump cannot kill Palestinian aspirations

Turkey-Russia 
discord over Idlib 
defers regime 
offensive, for now

Disagreement between Turkey and Russia over
how to tackle the Syrian rebel stronghold of
Idlib seems to have deferred a looming regime

offensive on the province, analysts say. Russia and
Turkey are on opposite sides of the conflict, but key
global allies. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
met Russian and Iranian leaders Vladimir Putin and
Hassan Rouhani in Tehran on Sept 7 to discuss Syria,
just as a major assault by Russia-backed regime forces
on Idlib appeared imminent.

But discord at the summit between Erdogan and
Putin, in a rare scene captured on camera, may have
prompted Russia to postpone the Idlib strike so as not
to provoke Ankara, which is fiercely opposed to a mili-
tary option. “I believe an offensive, if there will be one,
will not come before several weeks,” a senior Turkish
official told AFP, speaking on condition of anonymity.

Turkey, which backs rebels fighting against
President Bashar Al-Assad’s regime, co-sponsors -

with regime allies Russia and Iran - the so-called
Astana talks launched in January 2017 in the quest for a
lasting ceasefire. To date, the dialogue has resulted in
the creation of four pre-ceasefire “de-escalation
zones” in Syria, including in Idlib. Idlib is the last major
opposition stronghold in the war-torn country. Sixty
percent of the area is controlled by the Hayat Tahrir al-
Sham (HTS) jihadist group, an al-Qaeda branch operat-
ing in Syria. 

Intense negotiations have taken place between
Turkey and Russia since the failure of the Tehran sum-
mit, to hammer out a compromise in a bid to avert an
assault which Erdogan has cautioned would ignite a
“bloodbath”. Such a compromise could include neutral-
izing the HTS - officially designated as a terror group
by Ankara. Erdogan and Putin are expected to discuss
the issue when they meet in the Russian resort city of
Sochi tomorrow.

Compromise formula 
For Turkey, the stakes are high. Ankara fears a large-

scale assault on Idlib, which lies on its southern border,
could trigger a massive flow of refugees onto its soil.
Turkey is already home to more than three million
Syrians who have fled the conflict. Abdul Wahab Assi,
an analyst at the Syria-based Jusoor Studies Centre,
said disagreements at the Tehran summit “rule out a
possible offensive in the short run, at least until the end
of the year”. He said a possible compromise from the
ongoing talks could take the form of a “limited military
operation or surgical strikes” targeting the HTS, or

modifying the borders of the de-escalation zones to
keep armed rebels from certain sectors.

Russia may be open to such a plan, Assi said, as long
as it would secure the Idlib section of the Aleppo-
Damascus highway and put an end to drone attacks
launched from Idlib against Moscow’s main military
base of Hmeimim in the neighboring province of
Latakia. Some three million people live in Idlib province
and adjacent areas, the United Nations says, around
half of whom have already fled their homes in other
parts of Syria. Regime forces and Russian warplanes
resumed airstrikes on Idlib in September but the strikes
fell in intensity this week. 

Turkish ‘defensive’ reinforcements 
Turkish media reported Ankara has sent reinforce-

ments, including tanks, to beef up its border with
Syria and its observation posts in Idlib. Turkish mili-
tary analyst Metin Gurcan, judges these measures to
be of a “defensive” nature, aimed at protecting
Turkish observation posts against any possible
threat. Gurcan said the lack of an agreement with
Ankara could push Moscow, and thus the Syrian
regime, to stage an “incremental operation that will
last months” rather than a full-fledged attack. “Russia
is trying to keep Ankara in the game,” he told AFP,
saying any confrontation between the two countries
was “highly unlikely”. “Moscow needs Turkey as a
Sunni power to balance Shiite militias’ presence in
northern Syria,” he said. — AFP 


