USA Today, 18 December 2007
Opinion: Linkage of two conflicts key to peace in Mideast

By DeWayne Wickham

If Daniel Levy is right, the way out of the morass the Bush administration has stumbled into in the Middle East is through the Palestinian territory. 

To drain the swamp in which al-Qaeda and other U.S. adversaries operate and make it harder for this nation's foes in the Middle East "to speak above the heads" of moderate Arab leaders, Levy says, a way must be found to end Israel's occupation of the Palestinian territory. 

The long-running struggle between Israel and the Palestinian people "is the mother-of-all grievances" for many in the Muslim world — and the United States' backing of Israel is the root cause of the antagonism that many in the Muslin world harbor for this country, Levy argues.

He should know.

Levy is no backbencher when it comes to trying to find a solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. An Israeli citizen, he's director of Prospects for Peace Initiative, a group based in Washington that seeks to bring "new think" to the quest for Middle East peace. Levy was an adviser to former Israeli prime ministers Ehud Barak and Yitzhak Rabin, and a member of the negotiating team that tried to broker a peace agreement with the Palestinians in 2001.

New peace proposal 

Last month, Levy helped draft an open letter from a bipartisan group of U.S. foreign policy experts to President Bush and Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice. It urged them to back a peace agreement that returns Israel to its 1967 borders and creates an independent Palestinian nation. It also called for Jerusalem, which both the Palestinians and Israelis claim, to serve as the capital of both states. 

These proposals are a hard sell with right-wing Israelis who oppose sharing Jerusalem with the Palestinians — and with Hamas, a militant Islamic group that has seized control of the Gaza portion of the Palestinian territories and calls for the destruction of Israel. To forge such a deal, the United States will have to do a lot of arm-twisting to get Israel to accept this version of a "two-state solution." 

That won't be easy. Even as a peace conference took place in Annapolis, Md., last month, Israel pushed ahead with plans to build more than 300 housing units in East Jerusalem, an area of the city that the Palestinians claim.

Resistance to linkage 

If Levy is right — and I think he is — the unsettled Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a rallying cry for this nation's enemies in the region. But many pro-Israel groups, such as the American Jewish Committee, objected to the bipartisan Iraq Study Group's conclusion that a resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is key to broader Middle East peace.

Certainly, in getting Palestinian and Israeli leaders to restart peace talks that had been stalled for seven years, the Bush administration made a move in the right direction. But the Annapolis conference ended with no great sense of urgency to fashion a peace agreement. Nor did it produce a Bush administration acknowledgement of a linkage between the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and broader Middle East challenges. 

"Our purpose here in Annapolis is not to conclude an agreement. Rather, it is to launch negotiations between the Israelis and the Palestinians. For the rest of us, our job is to encourage the parties in this effort — and to give them the support they need to succeed," Bush said in his opening address at the conference. That sounds more like the talk of a spectator than the leader of a nation's whose fate is linked tightly to the outcome of this effort.

"The Israeli road to thorough acceptance runs through Palestinian statehood," Mary King, a distinguished scholar with the American University Center for Global Peace, writes in her book, A Quiet Revolution: The First Palestinian Intifada and Non-violent Resistance.

And so, too, does the road away from the mounting hatred that this nation's response to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict has produced in the rest of the Middle East.

DeWayne Wickham writes on Tuesdays for USA TODAY.
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