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The Israeli-Palestinian Political Process: 
Dead End Dynamics

Anat Kurz

At the end of the period designated by the Annapolis process for Israel and 

the Palestinian Authority to reach a set of principal understandings, direct 

talks between the sides were suspended. The break was not absolute: security 

cooperation continued, and Israel continued to encourage institution-
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opinion over preconditions for renewing the talks and disagreement over 
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process. In an attempt to overcome the stasis, the American administration 

launched a channel for indirect talks, but the same bones of contention 
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talks delayed implementation of the idea. The dead end, and in particular 
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demands of Israel and those by the PA, have caused a crisis in the Israeli-

American relationship. The PA has been relieved of direct pressure to 

soften its positions, and the burden of renewing the political process has 

been placed at the Israeli government’s doorstep. An additional challenge 

facing Israel is the mounting interest, both in the PA and in the international 

community, in the establishment of a Palestinian state not necessarily on 

the basis of an Israeli-Palestinian settlement.

Lowering Expectations
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as a central component in stabilizing the Middle East and in improving 
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relations between the United States and the Arab-Islamic world, and 

therefore as a mission of the utmost importance to American foreign 

;+#"*=5' 10)%' "/' )%/)-)$' +8?*)7' /0)' D (,(' ($,"%"2/-(/"+%' ($+;/)$' /0)'

Roadmap for Peace in the Middle East as the framework for negotiations. 

The administration’s efforts to jumpstart the political process focused on a 

way to return Israel and the Palestinian Authority – led by Fatah and based 

"%'/0)'1)2/'3(%4'>'/+'/0)'%)&+/"(/"+%2'/( #)5

Hamas’s refusal to consider a permanent settlement with Israel and 

the political split in the PA left Hamas outside the diplomatic circle and 

in effect exempted the administration, as well as Israel, the PA, and the 

international parties relevant to the political process from having to consider 

the question of negotiations with a Palestinian national unity government. 
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violence by Hamas would interfere both with the talks and with the attempt 

to implement understandings was pushed aside. At the same time – and 

contrary to the American approach whereby a political settlement would 

weaken Hamas – the European Union supported the establishment of a 

Palestinian national unity government on the assumption that this would 

make it easier for the Palestinians to accept and implement a compromise. 

A%$))$7';-+,;/)$' ='/0)'"%9!)%*)'+8'/0)'EF7'/0)'G!(-/)/:2'(%%+!%*),)%/'

of support for America’s policy was accompanied by a call for regulating 

relations between Fatah and Hamas

 Israel and the PA continued to take measures according to the 
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freeze, demanded with more force than had been sounded by previous 
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means of creating closer security cooperation between Israel and the PA. In 

response, Israel took some steps toward a freeze in settlement construction 
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wing factions in the Netanyahu coalition. For its part, the PA was expected 
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over time assumed the dimensions of a national project that sought to build 

an infrastructure for the future Palestinian state.

At the same time, Israel demanded a return to the negotiating 

table without preconditions. The PA, however, enumerated a string of 

conditions for mere renewal of the dialogue. The respective demands and 

conditions had one element in common: broad national consensus among 

the respective publics. The rejection by each side of the other’s demands 

-)9)*/)$'/0)'(22)22,)%/7'20(-)$' ='/0)'/.+'#)($)-20";27'/0(/'/0)';! #"*'(%$'

internal political price tag of concessions would be intolerable.

In light of the deadlock, different ideas to change the reality in the 
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– if at all existent – link between the establishment of a Palestinian state 

and an agreement-based settlement. Javier Solana, responsible for the 

EU’s foreign policy, called on the United Nations to accept the two-state 

principle as a preliminary stage for accepting the Palestinian state as a 

member; Sweden spearheaded an EU move to recognize Jerusalem as the 

capital city of the two states; and the French and Spanish foreign ministers 

tried to promote European recognition of a Palestinian state before the 

conclusion of the political process. Although met with Israeli protest, 

without the participation of the United States these initiatives lacked any 

4"%$'+8'",,)$"(/)7';-(*/"*(#'2"&%"?*(%*)5'10"#)'/0)='.)-)'('-)2;+%2)'/+'

the administration’s failure to jumpstart the political process, the very 

absence of the American imprimatur limited the PA’s ability to translate 

them into a concrete achievement.

In an attempt to break the deadlock, Obama arranged a meeting in New 

York in September 2009 with Prime Minister Netanyahu and President 

Mahmoud Abbas, but the three-way summit was of ceremonial value only.1 

In addition, the administration sought to build an inter-Arab setting to 

2!;;+-/'/0)';+#"/"*(#';-+*)22'/0(/'.+!#$'+88)-'*+%?$)%*)' !"#$"%&'&)2/!-)2'

towards Israel and back Palestinian concessions. This intention too was 
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attempts of his Middle East special envoy George Mitchell failed to bear 

any fruit, President Obama was forced to admit that the administration’s 
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assessment of the chances of promoting peace in the region had been 

unrealistic. More realistic was the president’s assessment of the reasons for 

the failure to restart the process: Israeli and Palestinian opposition to the 

ideas underlying the entire political process,3 i.e., the political concessions 

intrinsic to any settlement and the incurring of security risks entailed by 

territorial compromise. 

The failure to get the political process back on track was underscored 

by the administration’s intention to formalize the indirect talks that had 

taken place via the United States since the direct talks were suspended 

"%' #(/)' MNNP' >'.0)%' E0!$'D#,)-/:2' /)-,' "%' +8?*)'.(2'."%$"%&' $+.%7'
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on an extensive military campaign against Hamas in the Gaza Strip. In 

March 2010, during Vice President Joseph Biden’s visit to Israel and the 

PA, the administration announced its drive to launch proximity talks. The 

PA and the PLO’s Executive Committee approved the program, though 

subject to the conditions determined by the foreign ministers of the Arab 

League, namely limiting the talks to a four-month period if direct talks 

were not launched in that time. Netanyahu estimated that the conditions 

8+-'-)%)."%&'/0)'/(#42'.)-)'-";)%"%&7'S)<)%'"8'.)'(-)'+%#='/(#4"%&'( +!/'
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of opinion between Israel and the United States about the opening 

conditions of the talks and their purpose generated a crisis between the two 

countries. Negotiations between Israel and the administration, which from 

Israel’s perspective were meant primarily to end the crisis between it and 

the administration, replaced the talks that were supposed to be conducted 

with the PA with the administration’s mediation. In early May, after weeks 

of intense discussions, the administration announced the opening of the 

indirect channel.

In any case, in order for the dialogue to be maintained and then lead to 

direct negotiations, Israel and the PA will have to recede from demands 

presented to the other side and settle for only a part of what they asked for. 

In light of the gaps between the two sides’ positions, however, it seems that 

the prospects for realizing these conditions are highly unlikely.
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Israel: No Preconditions, as it Were
The establishment of Netanyahu’s government heralded a change in Israel’s 

policy on negotiations with the Palestinians. It took until June 2009, more 

than two months after the new government rose to the helm, for Netanyahu 

to recognize the two-state solution publicly, and he subsequently insisted 

that any Palestinian state be subject to severe security restrictions, including 

demilitarization. In addition, Netanyahu demanded Palestinian recognition 

of Israel as the state of the Jewish people. This demand, absent from the 

Israeli agenda in previous rounds of talks, was presented as a condition 

of the permanent settlement, not as a condition of renewing the talks. In 

order to lower expectations of concessions before the negotiations, Israel 

rejected the PA’s demand to renew the talks at the point at which they 

were suspended, i.e., on the basis of proposals made by Ehud Olmert to 

Mahmoud Abbas.5

In addition, Israel clung to its position that the future of the Israeli 

2)//#),)%/2' +%' /0)' 1)2/' 3(%4' .+!#$'  )' $"2*!22)$' (/' /0)' )%$' +8' /0)'

negotiations.6 In line with this policy, no settlements were evacuated. 

Continuing the policy of previous governments and despite the growing 

awareness in Israel of the demographic challenge inherent in continued 

+**!;(/"+%' +8' /0)'1)2/'3(%47'W)/(%=(0!:2' &+<)-%,)%/' (<+"$)$' "22!"%&'

any explicit statements about Israel’s future permanent borders – and 

thus perforce those of the Palestinian state – except for the insistence that 

the Jordan Valley remain Israel’s eastern security border, which would 

necessarily delimit future Palestinian sovereignty.

Recognition of the two-state solution was presented by Israel as 

a gesture intended to bring the PA back to the talks. At the same time, 

Netanyahu again called on the PA to come back to the negotiating table 

without preconditions, but his invitation, much like his recognition of 

the two-state solution, was not understood as an intention to address the 

permanent settlement issues or as determination to generate a breakthrough 

in the political process. Rather, it was seen for what it was: a response 

/+'@,)-"*(%';-)22!-)' 8+-'*+%/"%!"/='+8' /0)'+8?*"(#';+2"/"+%2'+8';-)<"+!2'

governments. The demand to recognize Israel as the state of the Jewish 

people was rejected out of hand, as accepting it would have been tantamount 

to conceding any claim on Israeli territory proper.
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In November 2009, as a response to massive administration pressure to 

*+,;#)/)'/0)'?-2/'2/(&)'+8'/0)'H+($,(;7'/0)'A2-()#"'&+<)-%,)%/'(%%+!%*)$'

('8-))J)'+%'2)//#),)%/2'"%'/0)'1)2/'3(%457 The freeze was limited to ten 

months and applied only to residential structures where construction 

had not yet begun. Construction in Jerusalem was not included, and this 

issue remained a source for Israeli-Palestinian friction. It has served as 

background to clashes between demonstrators and Israeli security forces, 

a source of tension on the domestic Israeli arena, and a bone of contention 

between Israel and the United States. New building permits in an East 

Jerusalem suburb were announced during Vice President Biden’s visit, 

&)%)-(/"%&' (' ;+#"/"*(#' 2/+-,' /0(/' !%$)-2*+-)$' 0+.'$"8?*!#/' "/'."##'  )' /+'

bridge the gaps on this fundamental issue between Israel on the one hand 

and the PA, the United States, and the Quartet on the other. The Israeli 

government sought to end the crisis by apologizing to the administration 

over the problematic timing of the construction announcement, but the 

administration was not appeased. Israel was asked to take a series of steps 

to demonstrate the seriousness of its intentions regarding the political 

process.

The American demands – led by the demand for a complete freeze on 

settlement construction and agreement to discuss all the core issues – were 

presented as an ultimatum, despite the awareness that their acceptance 

would threaten the unity of the Israeli coalition government. Furthermore, 

the American demands were notably similar to the demands posed by the 

PA as conditions for renewing the talks.8 In response, Netanyahu expressed 

willingness to ease both the siege of the Gaza Strip and restrictions on 

,+<),)%/' "%' /0)'1)2/'3(%47' (%$' /+' -)#)(2)'X(/(0';-"2+%)-259 Likewise, 

0)'(#2+';-+;+2)$'S-("2"%&'"$)(2U'-)&(-$"%&'/0)'*+-)'"22!)2'"%'/0)'"%$"-)*/'

channel, with the caveat that binding agreements would be formulated 

in direct talks in the future. At the same time, Netanyahu rejected the 

administration’s demand to commit to a timetable for the indirect talks 

(%$'/+'('$)?%"/)'*+%%)*/"+%' )/.))%'/0),'(%$'8!/!-)'$"2*!22"+%2'+8' /0)'

permanent settlement. In late April 2010, in an effort to end the crisis 

with the administration, Netanyahu proposed discussing the establishment 

of a Palestinian state with temporary borders, i.e., skipping ahead to 

the second stage of the Roadmap. This proposal, formulated with the 
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full knowledge that the chances of the PA removing its traditional and 

unequivocal opposition to intermediate solutions were slim, did not herald 

(' -)(4/0-+!&05'I0)'-)8!2(#'/+'*+,,"/'+8?*"(##='/+'('*+%2/-!*/"+%'8-))J)'"%'
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The PA: Preconditions of a Post-Agreement Nature
Inspired by America’s insistence, the PA’s consistent demand for a settlement 

freeze became a condition for returning to the talks – issued with the claim 

that the PA had no preconditions for renewing the talks.10 The limited 

8-))J)'.(2'!%$)-2/++$'(2'(%'(//),;/'/+'$)9)*/'(//)%/"+%'8-+,'('2=2/),(/"*'

policy of establishing facts on the ground. Continued construction has 

therefore become the center of the Palestinian claims that Israel is the one 

responsible for the political deadlock as well as the background for the 

incitement against the Israeli presence in East Jerusalem.11 In addition to 

a total construction freeze, the PA demanded that negotiations be renewed 

on the basis of an Israeli commitment to withdraw to the 1967 borders. 

The Israeli government’s rejection of this fundamental demand was the 

integrated result of conceptual, security, political-public, and coalition 

considerations as well as the desire to avoid a situation in which only the 

details of implementing an agreement would remain open for discussion. 

PA spokesmen demanded the renewal of talks on the basis of proposals 

made by Israel during the Annapolis talks as well as attention to issues 

Israel refused to deal with in the past – the refugees and Jerusalem, which 

resulted in their removal from the agenda in previous rounds of talks.

At the same time, the PA itself was also hard at work fashioning 

reality on the ground, if not territorially then in institutional, security, 

and economic terms. Under international sponsorship and Prime Minister 

X(==($:2'#)($)-20";7'/0)'1)2/'3(%4'0(2')%/)-)$'('*+,;-)0)%2"<)';-+*)22'

of construction from the ground up. Resources have been steered towards 
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projects. The development has not been felt uniformly throughout the 
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the PA. Limitations on the movement of people and goods have delayed 

the development of the private sector and therefore the full potential of 
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the economic reforms has not been realized. Still, in 2009 unemployment 

fell from 20 to 18 percent, and the growth rate was estimated at 8.5 

percent (while the growth rate in the Gaza Strip was estimated at only 

1 percent).12 This trend was boosted considerably by a reduction in the 

%!, )-' +8' -+($ #+*42' "%' /0)'1)2/' 3(%47' ,($)' ;+22" #)' /0(%42' /+' /0)'

increased professionalization of the PA’s security services.13 The struggle 
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The economic development and the improvement in security advanced 

an interest shared by Israel and the PA – demonstrating the gap between 

the burdens of life in the Gaza Strip as against the quality of life in the 

1)2/'3(%47' "5)57' )/.))%' /0)'$"2($<(%/(&)2'+8'('R(,(2B#)$'&+<)-%,)%/'

versus the advantages of the PA’s leadership. From Israel’s perspective, the 
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peace, whose purpose was to lower the motivation for militancy even in 

the absence of a political breakthrough. However, without political hopes, 

Palestinian opposition factions accused the PA of abetting the preservation 

of the status quo without getting anything in return and contrary to the 

Palestinians’ national interests.14 

I0-))' /=;)2' +8' -)2;+%2)' /+' /0)' $)($#+*4'.)-)' $"2*!22)$' "%' /0)'1)2/'
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violent uprising were on the agenda. Threats of escalation were also heard 

from within Fatah ranks, albeit alongside warnings about Israel and the 

Palestinians being dragged into a confrontation that would not be in their 

best interests. It is probable that escalation would not be the result of any 

intentional policy on the part of Fatah. Of greater probability is that if the 

arena is dragged into a confrontation, it would be the result of some local 

incident that is exploited by Hamas or the result of a calculated move by 

R(,(2'/+'"%*"/)')2*(#(/"+%'"%'/0)'Q(J('6/-";'+-'/0)'1)2/'3(%45'["4)."2)7'

the idea of one state between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean 

has received renewed interest. This option has been discussed both as 

politically preferred and as a way to spur Israel into advancing a settlement 

before it loses its ability to ensure its future as a democratic Jewish state. 

Operationally, this means relying on the demographic process to tip the 
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scales. Finally, an option that complements the rehabilitation project in 

/0)'1)2/'3(%4'>' /0)'$)' 8(*/+')2/( #"20,)%/'+8' ('C(#)2/"%"(%' 2/(/)'(%$'('

unilateral declaration of sovereignty – has also been examined.

In August 2009 Prime Minister Fayyad embraced the vision of a 

pluralistic democracy that would be based on an independent economy 

/+' /0)')T/)%/';+22" #)7' /+' )'(%%+!%*)$' "%' /0)'1)2/'3(%4'(%$' /0)'Q(J('
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economic practicality of the Fayyad plan would be limited as long as Fatah-
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Europe and the United States that a unilateral declaration of sovereignty 

would be detrimental to the possibility of advancing a settlement based 

on agreement, Abbas declared that it would be coordinated with the EU 

and the administration.15  Fayyad too withdrew from an intended unilateral 

declaration of statehood, and explained that August 2011 was a target date 

for establishment by the PA of the state’s institutional infrastructure.16 In 

any case, at least on the declarative level, coordination with Israel has been 

pushed from the top of the list of necessary conditions for a declaration of 

statehood. In this sense, the plan echoes the effort underway, primarily in 

E!-+;)'/0!2'8(-7'/+'2/( "#"J)'/0)'(-)%('+8'*+%9"*/'/0-+!&0'/0)')2/( #"20,)%/'

of a viable Palestinian national entity, not necessarily on the basis of a 

consensual Israeli-Palestinian settlement.

Conclusion
Time and again Israel and the PA have found themselves deadlocked when 

the time has come to translate the commitment-in-principle to the two-state 

solution into concrete moves; and after years in which the components of 

a compromise emerged as inextricably linked to the agenda, the political 

process has hit an unprecedented dead end. The sides have presented 

one another with far reaching demands, some of which entail up-front 

concessions in substantial matters. No wonder, then, that these demands 

have met with mutual rejection.

I0)'S;-+T","/=' /(#42U' "%"/"(/)$' =' /0)'@,)-"*(%' ($,"%"2/-(/"+%'.)-)'

intended to bypass the hurdle of renewing the dialogue. To enable the 

launch of indirect talks, the administration presented Israel with demands 
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that were close in spirit to the ones stipulated by the PA as preconditions 

for direct talks. This, however, challenges the logic underpinning the 

"%$"-)*/' *0(%%)#7' (2' A2-()#:2' 8!#?##,)%/' +8' /0)'@,)-"*(%' $),(%$2' .(2'

/(%/(,+!%/'/+'8!#?##,)%/'+8'/0)'C@:2'$),(%$2'(%$'"%')88)*/';(<)2'/0)'-+($'

to direct talks. In any case, to ensure that the mediated talks do not turn 

"%/+'(%+/0)-' "%2/(%*)'+8' S$"2/(%*)' /(#427U' A2-()#' (%$' /0)'C@'."##'0(<)' /+'

moderate some fundamental positions, though ideological commitments, 

2)*!-"/='*+%*)-%27'(%$',"#"/(%/'+;;+2"/"+%'(/'0+,)'."##',(4)'"/'$"8?*!#/'

for them to do so, certainly to the extent desired by the other side. In other 

words, the chances for a fundamental breakthrough remain slim as long as 

there is no change in the balance of considerations guiding both Israel and 

the PA. And it is hard to imagine that the indirect channel will bear any 

different fruit from that borne by the indirect talks conducted between the 

2"$)2'/0(/'.)-)'%+/'#( )#)$'S;-+T","/='/(#425U'

Erosion of international support for Israel’s positions, a growing 

interest in the establishment of a Palestinian state even without a mutually 

acceptable settlement, and in particular the crisis in the Israeli-American 

relationship are likely to moderate Israeli opposition to the demands made 

by the administration and the PA. Still, even if only some of the demands 

are met, a domestic political storm could well erupt, one that would make 

"/'$"8?*!#/'/+'*+%$!*/',(//)-B+8B8(*/'%)&+/"(/"+%27'%+/'/+',)%/"+%'($<(%*"%&'

understandings of historic proportions. In contrast to Israel, the PA is not 

facing international pressures to recede from its conditions. Furthermore, 

its positions are represented, at least partly, by the American administration. 

Thus rejection by Israel of the administration’s demands would deepen the 

crisis in Israel-US relations while the PA would be relieved of accountability 

for the political deadlock. And while understandings between Israel and 

the American administration have allowed the indirect talks to begin, real 

progress towards a settlement – even if occurring along the lines of the 

PA’s demands – would in fact threaten the PA’s internal status. Moreover, 

the geographical and political split in the Palestinian arena would interfere 

."/0' /0)' C@:2' (//),;/' /+' 8!#?##' "/2' ;(-/' +8' /0)' 2)//#),)%/7' 20+!#$' "/'  )'

concluded. Therefore, both Israel and the PA, each for its own reasons, 

prefer indirect talks to direct ones, even though – or perhaps because – this 

means postponing the moment of truth.
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In light of the political deadlock, the American administration has debated 

the possibility of formulating principles for an imposed settlement. The 

presentation of an American peace plan, in particular if it is accompanied 

by a message that the United States intends to impose it on the parties, 

would narrow Israel’s scope for maneuver vis-à-vis both the administration 

and the PA. The imposition of a settlement would not be a simple task 

by any means, if at all possible, even if the administration invests vast 

diplomatic and economic resources to ensure its implementation. No less 

complex would be making an imposed settlement the basis for a consensual 

one. Indeed, it is possible that the very announcement about an intention 

to advance an imposed settlement would motivate Israel and the PA to 

soften their stances and allow the renewal of the direct talks. In any case, 

a settlement between Israel and the PA – whether imposed or consensual 

– would be partial and fragile as long as the PA is not united on the basis 

of a political platform in the spirit of the vision of dividing the land into 

two states. In this context, it is likely that at least in the immediate term, 

progress towards a settlement would only exacerbate the rivalry between 

X(/(0'(%$'R(,(27'8(%'/0)',+/"<(/"+%(#'9(,)2'"%'/0)'C(#)2/"%"(%',"#"/(%/'

+;;+2"/"+%'/+')2*(#(/)'/0)'*+%9"*/7'(%$'-)2!#/'"%'/0)'2!2;)%2"+%'+8'/(#425

Time and again Israel and the Palestinians have sat down to the 

negotiating table following a violent confrontation. The political process 

.(2' 8+-,(##='  )&!%' (2' /0)' -)2!#/' +8' /0)' ?-2/' !;-"2"%&5' I0)' I( (' /(#42'

were held in order to mitigate the second uprising, and the Roadmap was 

formulated in order to extricate the talks between Israel and the PA from a 

dead end. The Annapolis initiative was formulated after Hamas overtook 

Gaza in order to break through the deadlock and strengthen the Palestinian 

leadership committed to a compromise. Thus, the challenge now facing 

those involved in the political process, especially Israel and the PA, is to 

renew a direct, concrete dialogue. It may be that this is the way to prevent 

the next round of confrontation after which the sides would be more 

pressured, both from the outside and from within, to renew the dialogue. 

Similarly, it may be that this would erode the relevance of proposals on 

an imposed separation or unilateral moves, which would be the basis for 

temporary arrangements and therefore also likely background for a new 

outbreak of violence.
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