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Trump's "Square One" on the Twisted Road to an Israli-Palestinian
Solution
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It is impossible to separate President Donald Trengotential ability to initiate
negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians fribi@ turmoil surrounding his
administration, including the latest revelationsowtb highly classified information,
reportedly from Israel, leaked by the Presidenth® Russians. The administration’s
broader competence and stability is in questionwel as the confidence Israelis will
have dealing with it on sensitive security matt@itsose factors will certainly hamper the
chances of success of any peace initiative. Thagsigthis background, and on the eve
of the forthcoming presidential visit to the regiahis important to identify Trump's
strengths and weaknesses regarding his effortttmnrdsraelis and Palestinians to the
negotiating table.

President Trump’s decision to pay his first vidit@ad to the Middle East, specifically to
Saudi Arabia, Israel, and the Palestinian Authoriiywderscores one of the most
surprising early developments of his presidencg. seeming determination to make
progress on advancing negotiations to achieve lidPatestinian (and Arab-Israeli)
peace. The notoriously insoluble conflict may bguastionable, and even risky, issue for
a first presidential trip overseas, especially frafresident who was widely expected to
adopt Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahppraach, which places primary focus
for the Middle East’s ills on Iran. But this choicgses a tantalizing question: where so
many others have failed, could President Trumpadigtsucceed?

Success, however, remains highly dubious. The gzgadre mistrustful of one another,
believe deeply that time is working against theeotside, and bear the burdens of past
failed negotiations and current policy gaps. Butiiip does not come without some
advantages. The first is what any new presidenthss not his predecessor. By the end
of the Obama administration, both sides had preget¢heir own contributions to the
collapsed negotiations onto President Obama’suifaito deliver” the other side. While
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Obama’s difficulties with the Israeli public andvgonment were at times exaggerated,
differences over Iran, the so-called Arab Sprimyl bsraeli settlements persisted over the
course of his term, at times overshadowing the asledged stellar security cooperation
and contributing to Israeli unease with the Unit8thtes in the role of mediator.
Palestinian leaders also grew weary of Americaoresfthat did not, in their view, extract
sufficient concessions from Israel but demandecetiwiess that Palestinians take early
steps to contribute to advancing peace talks ab et both Israelis and Palestinians,
Trump represents change.

Another factor that improves Trump's starting paesnthe fact that he appeals to Israelis
and Palestinians alike. In the eyes of many Issaethether or not they agree with his
ideals and policies, he is perceived as the Amengaasion of Netanyahu: capitalistic,
hawkish, and suspicious toward the Muslim worldpéesally Iran). This image has
persisted even as early signs from the Trump aditn@tion suggest that its policy
approach on Israeli-Palestinian talks does noedifiarkedly from that of many previous
administrations, including Obama’s. Palestiniars, their part, have overcome initial
misgivings about Trump’s approach to conclude tiatis committed to working with
them (and Arab states) to achieve their goalsndf\@when negotiations crash, whether on
the launch pad or much later, the parties willri®ined to apportion a share of blame to
the American side. But for now, Trump can floattbeir high expectations.

Trump’s early popularity among Israelis createstaierpressures on the right wing
government. Israel political figures and decisioakers who initially praised Trump in
messianic terms will find it difficult to turn agest him if he starts to demand Israeli
compromises in the West Bank. What Netanyhau wkeatst is a renewal of tensions
between Jerusalem and Washington, with damagengpdiver to United States support
on non-Palestinian issues, such as combating fleadwf Iranian influence or the anti-
Israeli bias in the UN. The Palestinians, on thleephand, have to worry about bungling
a surprising opportunity that has been handed ¢mnthf initially they were worried
about being left behind in a possible regional destiveen Israel and the Sunni Arab
countries, now they are more concerned about Trsimmppredictable reaction, should
talks run aground or violence break out. Both sidgste understandably, must worry
about angering the President, a man who is knowhifounpredictable responses when
he is unhappy.

The third factor that could contribute to Trumpffrs is his unexpected prioritization
and personal investment in solving the conflict.id/I®bama, particularly in his second
term, remained distant from the talks and left dlag-to-day diplomacy to Secretary of
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State John Kerry, if Trump decides to become higiplved, he would have a chance

to use his presidential weight to bridge the gagtsvben the sides. He has appointed
close aides, most notably his son-in-law, JaredhKag to work on the issue, which

signals that he will take success or failure evemenpersonally. Furthermore, Trump’s

strong opening moves in his relationship with then8 Arab states, including a warm

visit with Egypt’s el-Sisi in Washington and a fistop in Saudi Arabia on the upcoming

trip, hold out the possibility that he will haveetinfluence to bring Sunni Arab states to
the tablel! the countries with which Netanyahu truly wantsathieve peace, and which

are critical supporters of, but also sources o$suee on, the Palestinians.

None of the foregoing is a guarantee of success. rbad is long and strewn with
obstacles. Ultimately, resolving the conflict is Bnaeli-Palestinian matter: with all the
power of the presidency, Trump cannot impose aisolwn Jerusalem or Ramallah. But
he wields certain advantages, and if he uses thesalyw a President who has been
described as the "Disrupter in Chief" has at leaghance to help the parties scale heights
they never thought possible.



