Israeli-Palestinian Conflict   2004
Ala Uwainah's life is in deep freeze. Because he is a Palestinian who lives in Bethlehem and goes to school in Ramallah, Ala's education has never been easy.  Now, tanks and Israeli soldiers have taken over the streets of both Palestinian cities.  Ala is missing school, spending his days trapped with his family and trying not to become one of the thousands of Palestinians who have been injured or killed.

Just 15 miles away, Liat Margalit, an Israeli who lives in Jerusalem, also wonders whether she will survive the next couple of weeks.  Every time she goes out, the 17-year-old worries about the suicide bombers who have killed dozens of Israelis in the past two weeks.  Liat and her friends meet in each other's homes instead of terrorist targets such as restaurants or malls. 

A far-reaching conflict... 

The Israelis and the Palestinians are in a war that affects almost every other country. 

The conflict has begun to divide citizens of many nations along religious and ethnic lines. It could also turn Arab countries against the U.S. at a time when the Bush administration is relying on their support for the war against terrorism.

Many Palestinians are Muslim and of Arab decent. Neighboring Arab countries accuse the U.S. of siding with Israel and allowing Israel to deny the Palestinians the right to have their own state. 

Muslim and Arab supporters have staged protests in African and European countries, China and Australia. And Arab leaders who do not take a tough stand against Israel face the anger of their own people.

There are also millions of Jews throughout the world who may not agree with the way Israel is attacking Palestinian towns, but who worry that the goal of the Arab world is to eliminate Israel, the only Jewish nation in the world.

Angry mobs have attacked Jews and burned down a synagogue in France and antisemitic violence has spread to other countries . 

U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell is traveling to the Middle East this week to try to push both sides to end the violence and begin cease-fire talks.

The U.S. is in a tough position. On the one hand, it has always supported Israel, which it says is one of the only democracies in the region. 

On the other, U.S. support for a country that has killed thousands of Palestinians and occupied Palestinian territories has angered many of our allies. 

Origins of the conflict...

Israel began to take over Palestinian towns and cities on March 29. After a suicide bomber killed 26 Israelis at a hotel, the Israeli government said the only way to stop terrorism is to arrest or kill Palestinian militants.

Israeli forces have arrested thousands of Palestinians and killed over 200, including many non-militants and children.

Israel has also taken over the Palestinian headquarters in Ramallah, confining Palestinian President Yasser Arafat to a few rooms in his office.

On Sunday, President Bush demanded that Israel leave the Palestinian territories in the West Bank.

However Prime Minister Ariel Sharon said his country would not end its offensive until Palestinian militants who have organized attacks against Israelis are crushed. 

Differing interpretations of the same facts

Dividing the two sides are different interpretations of suicide bombers. One side says suicide bombers are terrorists who murder innocent Israelis in a fight against the very existence of a Jewish state.

The other says suicide bombers are the result of decades of injustices suffered by the Palestinians and they are part of the natural struggle for an end to Israeli occupation and a state of their own.
Key players in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict     

   During over half a century of conflict, many politicians have based their careers on finding some sort of solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The current leaders in the region include Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and Palestinian Authority President Yasser Arafat. Also present are their political opposites: the Palestinian group Hamas and the moderate Israeli Foreign Minister, Shimon Peres. And finally, the United States, which has long been a key financial and diplomatic force in the region.  

The White House Role     

   With the largest Jewish population outside of Israel and a growing Arab-American population, the U.S. has unique social, cultural, and diplomatic ties to Israel and the Palestinian territories. Historically, Washington has viewed Israel as a crucial political and economic ally in the oil-rich Mideast, and has provided Israel with the highest amount of financial and military assistance of any other foreign country. Recently, however, the U.S. has used its leverage to urge Israel to resolve the Palestinian issue and move forward on plans for an autonomous Palestinian state. 

Since the end of World War II, the United States has been one of the leading nations to encourage, facilitate, and arbitrate cease-fire accords between Israelis and Palestinians. 

Other countries, notably France, Russia, Norway, Jordan, and Egypt, participate extensively in peace efforts, often working in concert with the United States and the United Nations. 

The U.S. Has pointed to its large financial assistance Israel and Egypt as evidence of its commitment to secure a lasting peace and foster democracy and economic growth in the region. 

U.S. financial and military assistance quadrupled after Syria and Egypt, supported by the Soviet Union, invaded Israel on October 6, 1973. Prime Minister Golda Meir asked U.S. President Richard Nixon for immediate military assistance for her army that had been decimated in the '73 Yom Kippur War and the 1967 Israeli war against the Egyptian and Syrian armies. 

Following the 1973 war, Egypt and Israel began to quietly explore the possibility of a diplomatic peace. Under the guidance of U.S. President Jimmy Carter, major cease-fire talks between Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin and Egyptian President Anwar Sadat opened five years later at Camp David, in the Catoctin Mountains of Maryland. 

The meetings ended with the Camp David peace accords, based on UN resolutions 242 and 338, which stipulated that Israel would relinquish territory to neighboring Arab nations in exchange for recognition of Israel's national sovereignty and security. The Camp David accords ended the war between Egypt and Israel and laid the foundation for the so-called "land-for-peace" deals between Palestinians and Israelis.

During the 1980s, Washington continued to dispatch high-level officials, such as Secretaries of State George Shultz and James Baker, and Ambassador Philip Habib, to the region in attempt to initiate serious discussions between the Israelis and Palestinians. During this time, Secretary Shultz reopened communication channels between the U.S. and Palestinian governments for the first time in over 13 years.

During the Persian Gulf war, relations between the U.S. And the Palestine Liberation Organization soured when PLO Chairman Arafat supported Iraq's invasion of Kuwait and its threat to attack Israel. 

Following U.S. victory in the Persian Gulf War, U.S. President George Bush and Soviet President Michael Gorbachev sponsored a major peace conference in Madrid to address the conflict between Israel and Palestine. The Madrid Peace conference in 1991 rejuvenated the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations. 

Over the next two years, the U.S., as well as other nations, moderated discussions between Israeli and Palestinian leader, and, in 1993, at the eleventh round of peace talks, Israeli Foreign Minister Shimon Peres announced that Israel and the PLO reached a land-for-peace deal in Oslo. 

That fall at the White House, Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and Chairman Yasser Arafat oversaw the signing of the agreements reached at Oslo. Under the so-called Oslo accords, Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat recognized Israel's right to exist and renounced the use of violence against the Jewish state. In return, Israel promised to allow for Palestinian self-rule in sections of the Gaza Strip and West Bank.

In 1995, Israeli and Palestinian leaders met again in Washington, D.C. with President Bill Clinton to discuss specific steps to gradually transfer autonomy to the newly formed Palestinian Authority in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.

However, the U.S. lost a key ally when an Israeli extremist opposed to the Oslo accords assassinated Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in November 1995. 

After a year of frequent talks and increasing violence in the Middle East, President Clinton led a face-to-face meeting between Chairman Arafat and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu at the Wye River Conference Center in Maryland to press for the implementation of the final elements in the Oslo accords. The leaders, meeting in the fall of 1998, reaffirmed their commitment to the obligations as set forth in the Oslo settlement. 

Additionally, in an effort to improve U.S. relations with the Palestinian government, President Clinton spoke to the Palestinian Legislative Council in the Gaza Strip, the first time a U.S. president addressed the council. 

As Israeli and Palestinian peace efforts waned amid increasing outbursts of violence, President Clinton, at the end of his second term, assigned former Senator George Mitchell to head a fact-finding mission to investigate roots of the conflict.

The incoming Bush administration endorsed the Mitchell Report on Mideast violence and, as evidence of its commitment to securing peace between Israelis and Palestinians, maintained its traditional role of sending high-level officials to push for a lasting truce. 

Most recently, President Bush sent a former Marine General, Anthony Zinni to the region to try to bring the two sides to the negotiating table.
Yasser Arafat
Yasser Arafat's goal has been to lead the Palestinian people to independence. In the 1960s and 70s, this meant heading the Palestinian Liberation Organization, which committed many acts of violence against the Israeli state. Over the years, his focus shifted from military to diplomatic efforts to achieve his goal and in 1994, he shared the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts. Two years later, he was overwhelmingly elected president of the Palestinian areas of the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
Mohammed Yasser Abdul-Ra'ouf Qudwa Al-Husseini was born August 24, 1929 to a religious mother and a successful merchant father. His birthplace is debated, with Arafat stating he was born in Jerusalem, while others claim he was born in Egypt. 

Arafat's mother died when he was four years old, and some claim that he was sent to Jerusalem to live with his aunt and uncle, beginning a deep bond with the land that was to become part of Israel. 

Later while a student of civil engineering at Cairo University in the late 1940s, he led the Palestinian Students League. 

By the time he left school, he was committed to freeing Palestine from Israel occupation. He reportedly began his work by smuggling arms to those Palestinians in areas occupied by Israel. 

By 1956 Arafat had founded "Al Fatah," the Palestinian National Liberation Movement. Fatah did not gain major prominence, however, until the 1967 Arab-Israeli War when the neighboring Arab nations lost control of the Gaza Strip, Golan Heights and West Bank. With those nations defeated once again in their attempt to conquer Israel, many Arab leaders turned to Arafat for leadership. 

In 1968, Arafat became the leader of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), which focused on forcing Israel from areas formerly known as Palestine. Led by Arafat, the PLO took up weapons, hijacked airlines and committed other acts of terrorism. 

Arafat's approach to Palestinian independence has shifted over the years, however, and he has taken part in numerous peace negotiations with the Israelis. After secret talks in Norway, he and Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and Foreign Minister Shimon Peres were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1994. The Oslo Agreement which came out of the talks established the goal of limited Palestinian self-rule in return for acknowledgment of Israel's right to exist. 

In 1996, Arafat was overwhelmingly elected the first president of the Palestinian Council, overseeing the areas of the West Bank and Gaza Strip turned over to Palestinian control under the Oslo agreement. 

He continued to take part in ongoing talks. The negotiations culminated in a July 2000 summit at Camp David in Maryland. When he and Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak met to discuss a sweeping peace proposal offered by the Israeli government, Arafat reportedly balked away at the final accord. Although publicly little was said, private reports indicated President Clinton blamed Arafat for the collapse. Shortly after the talks failed, a new wave of violence, marked by numerous deadly suicide attacks, swept Israel. 

The government of Ehud Barak and later Ariel Sharon blamed Arafat for not stopping Palestinian militants and even inciting more violence. The Israeli government finally proclaimed Arafat "no longer relevant" to efforts to end continuing violence, although most nations still recognized him as the representative of the Palestinian people.

Despite Israel's declaration, Arafat led a crackdown on militants, arresting key members of the Islamic Jihad and Hamas and calling for an end to suicide attacks. The moves appear to have worked as violence ebbed significantly by the beginning of 2002.

Arafat's popularity has waned in recent years within the Palestinian territory. Some have seen him as an ineffective administrator, others as too accommodating to the Israelis. 

Arafat's health has also been deteriorated. He suffers from Parkinson's Disease and has often appeared frail and weak at meetings. There appears, however, to be no clear alternative to represent the more than one million Palestinians.

Hamas     

Hamas was formed in 1987, after the beginning of the first Palestinian uprising. The largest Islamist movement in the Palestinian territories, Hamas enjoys wide public support. The organization has two branches: a militant wing and a political wing. The militant wing has taken responsibility for several terrorist attacks during the last 15 months, including a December bus attack that killed 10 Israelis. 

Hamas opposes the Oslo Peace Process, which allows for Palestinian self-rule in areas of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, while also recognizing Israel's right to exist. 

Hamas does not acknowledge Israel's right to exist and considers it a religious duty to eliminate the country. To that end, their goal is total Israeli withdrawal from Palestinian territories. As a long-term goal, Hamas wishes to establish an Islamic state on lands initially decreed as Palestine, most of which have been within Israel's borders since its creation in 1948. 

Hamas's political arm is known for humanitarian efforts in the West Bank and Gaza Strip such as building hospitals and schools. 

The military arm, known as the Izzedine al-Qassam Brigades, carries out attacks on targets in the occupied territories and inside Israel. The group has recently mounted a campaign of suicide bombings to avenge Israel's killing of Palestinians during a 15-month-old uprising against Israeli occupation. Public support for these "martyrdom operations" has grown markedly.

Following several deadly bus bombings in '96 and '97, the Palestinian Authority launched a clampdown on the organization, arresting about 1, 000 Palestinians and taking over mosques in Gaza. Although Palestinian Authority leader Yasser Arafat sees Hamas as a major rival, he has in the past tried to incorporate them into mainstream politics in the interest of avoiding civil conflict. 

Sheikh Ahmed Yassin is Hamas's spiritual leader. A 64-year-old quadriplegic, Yassin is considered to be a moderate Palestinian Islamist. In 1989, an Israeli court convicted Yassin of ordering Hamas members to kill two Israeli soldiers. He received a life sentence but was freed in 1997.

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/features/jan-june02/mideast.html
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