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In December 2013, Palestinian Authority Chairman Mahmoud Abbas stated
that he does not support a boycott of Israel.! Two years later, in a speech
before the Greek parliament in Athens, Abbas said that he wants a peace
agreement that would connect the Palestinian Authority to Israel rather than
a fence separating the two peoples.? Despite these declarations indicating
that the Palestinian Authority did not share the same orientation as the BDS
movement, its actual policy matched, at least partially, the boycott strategy
against Israel, both in the use of delegitimization rhetoric and in the call
for boycotts of products. For example, Palestinian Prime Minister Rami
Hamdallah signed a cabinet resolution in late March 2016 banning the
import of goods made by five Israeli companies into Palestinian markets:
Tnuva, Strauss, Tara, Soglowek, and Jafora-Tabori.> Previous decisions by
the Palestinian cabinet also supported a boycott of products. This article
examines the use made by the Palestinian Authority of a boycott of products
and delegitimization, explains the reasons that have led the Palestinian
Authority to adopt these means since 2014, and indicates ways of action
likely to help Israel cope with Palestinian use of these sanctions.

The Products Boycott and the Palestinian Authority’s
Delegitimization Discourse

Since 2014, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) Central Committee
has consistently supported an expansion of boycotting activity against Israel
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and Jewish communities in Judea and Samaria. The Central Committee’s
decision on this matter in 2015 emphasized the boycott as an element of
popular resistance and also advocated support for the BDS campaign.*
Mahmoud al-Aloul, head of the Higher National Committee for the Struggle
against [srael’s Measures,’ asserted that the boycott of products is a response
to the “economic and financial siege” that Israel imposed on the Palestinian
Authority.® At the same time, the findings of various public opinion surveys
indicated a wide gap — 35 percent — between support for the idea of a
boycott and its implementation among the Palestinian public. The gap is
primarily due to a lack of confidence in local produce and the absence of
alternative products in the domestic market’ and casts doubt on the will of
the Palestinian public to persist in an actual boycott. Indeed, according to
a Palestinian study published in November 2015, the damage caused by
a boycott in the Palestinian territories amounted to only 1 percent of the
volume of the goods traded between the Palestinian Authority and Israel.®
Since 2015, Abbas has included rhetorical features of the delegitimization
discourse in his speeches, condemning Israel, like the statements made by the
BDS movement, as a “colonialist” country that conducts a settlement campaign
in contravention of international law and builds a “racist” separation fence.
He accuses Israel of violating the agreements it has signed and of assisting
the violent acts of religious extremists against the holy places of Islam and
Christianity. Abbas also condemns Israel for shooting and murdering non-
violent Palestinian demonstrators and murdering children in cold blood.’
Israel is portrayed in his speeches as an illegitimate and immoral country
that consistently violates basic norms, the principles of international law,
and agreements that it has signed, thus “obliging” Abbas to threaten to
cancel the agreements signed by the Palestinian Authority and Israel. The
Palestinian Authority, on the other hand, is presented as a legitimate and
moral actor that respects the norms and principles of international law and
enjoys wide international support as the representative of Palestinian rights.
In his speeches, Abbas accuses Israel of escalating the political dispute into
a violent conflict and demands that the international community act against
Israel in a variety of ways to force it to change its illegitimate policy.
Decisions by the Palestinian cabinet and Abbas’s speeches are consistent
with statements by the BDS movement, and the Palestinian Authority allows
the movement to operate from its territory. It does not, however, share its
worldview: the Palestinian Authority recognizes Israel’s right to exist and is
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willing to reach compromises with Israel in the framework of a diplomatic
process. ' It can, furthermore, be argued that relations between the Palestinian
Authority and the BDS movement are tense; Omar Barghouti, one of the
leaders of the BDS campaign, has even called the Palestinian Authority “a
subcontractor of Israel.”"! Nevertheless, the Palestinian Authority regards the
boycott movement as a tool for exerting pressure on Israel on the one hand
and reducing pressure on its home ground on the other. It can, therefore, be
argued that Palestinian institutions have endorsed the movement’s campaign
and methods of operation and have created a parallel path that uses the
promotion of boycotts and delegitimization rhetoric for its own interests
and not those of the boycott movement.

Disappointment with the Political Process and Internal Criticism
Abbas and other senior Palestinian figures repeatedly say that they are
interested in an agreement with Israel according to the two-state principle.
At the same time, they cast doubt on whether the political process will lead
to the establishment of a Palestinian state.? The feeling on the Palestinian
street is also clear: public opinion surveys conducted in March 2016 by
the Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research headed by Dr.
Khalil Shikaki found that 74 percent did not believe that a Palestinian state
would be created next to Israel in the next five years.”* Many of the public
and opinion leaders have thus argued that the commitment to negotiate a
political settlement is preserving an insufferable situation in the Palestinian
arena, characterized by bitter political and ideological polarization between
the Palestinian movements, particularly the acrimonious rift between the
Palestinian Authority leadership and Fatah in the West Bank and Hamas in
the Gaza Strip, and by an absence of representative institutions.'
Disappointment with the prolonged political process is reflected, first and
foremost, in severe criticism of Mahmoud Abbas: two-thirds of the Palestinian
public are calling for his resignation. They accuse him of being unwilling
both to give up on the Oslo Accords and to halt the security coordination
with Israel. Abbas is subject to direct criticism from Fatah and PLO members
because of his commitment to the accords, which are considered “treason”
against Palestinian principles.* Criticism of the commitment to a settlement
with Israel has also led Palestinian think tanks and research institutes to
formulate other political directions, including the “turning point” approach.
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The “turning point” approach holds that Palestinian discourse should
change from a debate about the political process and the building of national
institutions to a debate about national liberation and the realization of rights.
Advocates of this approach argue that the former discourse is mistaken for
two reasons: first, the Palestinian Authority is under occupation, and there
is, therefore, no equality between the two sides in negotiations; and second,
the occupation is preventing the practical existence of a Palestinian state,
and it is, therefore, futile to discuss the building of institutions. Accordingly,
Palestinian discourse should redefine the conflict with Israel as an issue
of national liberation and focus on realizing the following goals for all
Palestinians, wherever they may be: the right to self-determination, the end
of the occupation and the settlement movement, the return of refugees to
their homes, and full equal rights for Arab citizens of Israel.'® In order to
achieve these goals, the supporters of this approach advocate a nonviolent
struggle with several elements: the initiation of boycotts on a local, regional,
and international level; the use of sanctions to isolate Israel; and an appeal
to international institutions to put Israeli decision makers and officials on
trial for their violation of Palestinian rights."” In other words, this approach
seeks to pressurize Israel into changing its policy by internationalizing the
struggle for Palestinian rights. The initiators and supporters of this approach
believe it will help the Palestinian struggle by improving tactical positions
in any future rounds of talks and, in particular, by achieving a long-term
change in the balance of power against Israel.'

The “turning point” approach is not an official policy and is not binding
on Abbas and the Palestinian leadership. Adopting its discourse, however,
confers several advantages. First, like the BDS campaign, this approach
seeks to realize Palestinian rights in general and not in an agreement based
on the two-state principle.” In addition, the adoption of a rhetoric that
ignores a political settlement, especially a settlement by the Oslo Accords,
is likely to portray Abbas as connected to the prevailing opinions among the
Palestinian public. Findings have shown that two-thirds of the Palestinian
public (the same proportion that supports Abbas’s resignation) currently
want to abandon the Oslo Accords, and a similar proportion support halting
security cooperation with Israel, even at the price of an Israeli response
such as ending Palestinian police activity in Area B, stopping the issuing
of passports and travel documents, and imposing similar sanctions on the
West Bank as in the Gaza Strip.?
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Support for boycott and delegitimization rhetoric is also likely to enable
Abbeas to rebuff criticism by Omar Barghouti and the leaders of the BDS
campaign in the Palestinian territories, who could be considered political
alternatives to Abbas. Endorsement of the idea of abandoning a political
settlement and of conducting a campaign for equal rights could indicate that
the Palestinian Authority, despite its situation, is the only party capable of
representing the Palestinians and of conducting a strategy of a struggle based
on principles of national unity, revolution, democracy, and representation.”
Delegitimization rhetoric and boycotts are relatively simple methods to
apply,” and the use of negative political labels, such as colonialism, racism,
and apartheid, and even the threat to abandon the Oslo Accords do not
change the actual balance of power with Israel. The Palestinian Authority,
therefore, does not have to pay an oppressive price for using this method.

The Palestinian public supports aggressive actions against Israel such
as cancellation of agreements, intensification of the legal campaign against
it, affiliation with international institutions and organizations, and even a
renewal of violence. Abbas is aware of the public’s demands but is unwilling
to fully comply due to the intolerable consequences for him. Complete
compliance with the public’s demands — i.e., the cancellation of existing
agreements and aggressive unilateral measures — is likely to put the very
existence of the Palestinian Authority under the Oslo Accords in doubt,
weaken the Palestinian security agencies, which depend on international
funds granted to the PA since its establishment, and rule out almost any
possibility of a Palestinian state being established through negotiations. It
could even result in the collapse or liquidation of the Palestinian Authority.
The rhetoric of delegitimization and the promotion of a boycott on the local
level alone might therefore pacify, if only slightly, Palestinian public opinion,
without taking any real measures, such as a halt in security coordination
and a cancellation of agreements, which would undoubtedly damage the
PA and its status. Should these measures prove ineffective, however, they
are liable to widen the gap in expectations between the PA leadership and
popular Palestinian sentiment, increase criticism of Abbas, and aggravate
the conflict between Israel and the PA.

Directions of Israel’s Response
Some of the Israeli response to the delegitimization rhetoric and the initiation
of boycotts should focus on methods of action already in use: maintaining
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overall stability in the Palestinian territories and refuting falsehoods that
aim to advance Israel’s delegitimization. The maintenance of stability relies
on the preservation of existing channels for dialogue and for security and
economic coordination with the Palestinian leadership and other parties in
the Palestinian Authority. These channels create an organized, consensual,
and mutually acceptable mechanism for managing the current situation and
constitute a means of delivering messages, recognizing differences, and solving
specific problems. They are likely to reduce the chances that either of the
parties will take more extreme measures that aggravate the tension on the other
side. Israel is also maintaining non-diplomatic channels of communications
with the Palestinians. For example, there is economic dialogue between the
Israeli minister of finance, Moshe Kahlon, and his Palestinian counterpart,
Dr. Shukri Bishara, concerning the package of benefits and incentives for
strengthening the Palestinian economy and improving the Palestinians’ way
of life on the basis of a theoretical assumption that economic improvement
will reduce the likelihood of escalation between the two sides.? The IDF
supports this dialogue and therefore favors the continued issue of permits
to 120,000 Palestinians to work in Israel and in the Jewish settlements in
the West Bank, even at times of tension between the two sides.*
Concerning the refutation of false allegations that aim to delegitimize
Israel, Israel’s goal is to sow doubt in the international community and among
the Palestinians about the aggressive assertions against Israel. Refutation
is a decentralized activity, usually conducted by non-governmental groups,
including research institutes, which uses Palestinian surveys and studies that
paint a different picture from that portrayed in Abbas’s speeches. For example,
a survey by the Arab World for Research and Development (AWRAD)
published in December 2015 found that Israeli operations in the West Bank
were surgical and focused, with only a few percent of those questioned
having witnessed the demolition of houses: 85 percent of those questioned
in the West Bank had never encountered property damage caused by IDF
forces, while 90 percent of those questioned in East Jerusalem had never
encountered physical violence by IDF forces.> These figures contradict
remarks by Abbas about the excessive and arbitrary harm of the Palestinians
at the hands of the IDF. The use of such information sources to disprove
false allegations is always subject to limitations such as the reliability
of Palestinian public opinion surveys and other information sources, the
political positions of the Palestinian researchers and authors of political
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documents, and the objectivity of some of the non-governmental groups in
Israel that are researching the PA in order to help the government’s rebuttal
of false claims. The establishment of a system to combat these allegations
is a challenge at the content, organizational, managerial, and political levels
and requires coordination and cooperation with non-governmental agencies,
and sometimes even their guidance.

At the same time, the aforementioned means to combat the false allegations
do not change the current atmosphere, in which the conflict between the
parties is perceived as a zero-sum game. Therefore, in addition to the means
already employed, Israel should give thorough consideration to possible
plans for a change in the current situation that will be advantageous to
both sides. This would entail recognition of the gaps between their current
positions, an understanding of why both sides have for years consistently
violated the agreements they signed, an attempt to define key parameters on
which to base possible solutions, and the description of possible scenarios
corresponding to each of the solutions. Only a reexamination of the Israeli-
Palestinian political process from a historical perspective and the solutions
designed during that process could help devise possible mechanisms for
future solutions, mechanisms that will have to include components to reduce
the Palestinian incentive for initiating boycotts due to Israeli policy and for
using delegitimization rhetoric against Israel.
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