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Introduction

This research brief provides an overview of Israel and Palestine’s history, government, economy, political and economic relations with South Africa and issues for Members to consider.

Country Profile

Israel and Palestine
The division of the former British mandate of Palestine and the creation of the state of Israel in the years after the end of World War II have been at the heart of Middle Eastern conflicts for the past half century. 
The creation of Israel was the culmination of the Zionist movement, whose aim was a homeland for Jews scattered all over the world following the Diaspora. After the Nazi Holocaust, pressure grew for the international recognition of a Jewish state, and in 1948 Israel came into being. 

Much of the history of the region since that time has been one of conflict between Israel on one side and Palestinians, represented by the Palestine Liberation Organization, and Israel's Arab neighbours, on the other. Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians were displaced, and several wars were fought involving Egypt, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon. 

In 1979 Egypt and Israel signed a peace agreement, but it wasn't until the early 1990s, after years of an uprising known as the intifada, that a peace process began with the Palestinians. Despite the hand-over of parts of the West Bank and the Gaza Strip to Palestinian control, a "final status" agreement has yet to be reached. 

The main stumbling blocks include the status of Jerusalem, the return of Palestinian refugees and the removal of Jewish settlements. 

Sharon confounds allies over Gaza 

Ariel Sharon used to be the settlers' champion.  Until two years ago, most Israelis knew what to expect from Prime Minister Ariel Sharon.  They knew him as the settlers' champion; the man who established the first settlements in Gaza in the 1970s; the man under whose influence they grew in the years after. 

Israel has occupied the Gaza Strip for nearly four decades - ever since it took the area, along with the West Bank and East Jerusalem, in the so-called Six-Day War.  That was in 1967; since then, Ariel Sharon has played a leading role in building up the settlements there. Now he is leading the plan to pull them down again. 

In 2003, he announced his plan to withdraw all the area's Jewish settlers, and the Israeli soldiers who protect them.  Since then, he has spent a lot of time - and a great deal of political capital - in negotiating obstacles to his plan.  Ariel Sharon has faced opposition from his traditional base.

Many of those obstacles have come from his former allies. The disengagement plan has chased away his coalition partners, and split his own Likud party, leaving the prime minister to rely on the support of the opposition to get his plans through. It has not stopped him. And neither have the continued political challenges.  This week, pro-settlement parties asked the Knesset to vote on whether to postpone the withdrawal. The prime minister won. 

This week, settlers and their supporters staged the latest in a string of large-scale protests, with a march to the settlements in Gaza.  They never got there. Israeli soldiers stopped them 15km (9 miles) away. 

But despite vocal opposition from settlers' groups, Mr Sharon seems to have won over many of his countrymen.  He says the move is designed to improve security, and improve relations with the Palestinians. Many Israelis say that is what they want.  And many are also beginning to question whether Gaza is worth keeping. Protecting the settlements there has proved expensive for Israel - not just financially, but in terms of lives lost. 

And, many Israelis point out, keeping Gaza also poses a demographic problem; the Arab population in Israel and the Occupied Territories is almost the size of the Jewish one -- and is growing faster. 

The only way to ensure Israel remains a Jewish state, they say, is to give back Gaza.  But Mr Sharon has yet to completely win over the Palestinians themselves.  Many would welcome the withdrawal, but see in it a ploy to strengthen Israel's grip on the larger settlements in the West Bank.  Others fear Israel's continued control of Gaza's borders mean it will remain a prison - albeit a slightly larger one.

Analysis: Hamas' challenge to PA 

The ceasefire followed days of clashes between Hamas and Fatah.  The Gaza Strip has endured days of tension - witnessing some of the worst violence between Palestinians for years.  The powerful militant movement Hamas has clashed repeatedly with the government's security forces.  There have been efforts bring the crisis to a halt. But it may be days before we know if they have been successful because sporadic clashes have continued.  The violence, however, has shown again what a serious challenge Hamas poses to the Palestinian Authority (PA).  Again and again Israel has demanded that the Palestinian leadership move to break Hamas - to disarm it and jail its leaders. But events on the streets of Gaza have made it clear how very unlikely that is to happen. In almost every encounter, the security forces came off worst. 

In the northern town of Beit Lahiya and the Zietoun area of Gaza City, the Palestinian Authority stepped back from the fight.  Hamas is saying you don't dare stop our men because we will catch you - as an individual officer, as an individual policeman. 

In both places the security forces' vehicles were burnt and their outposts set ablaze.  And Hamas sent a chilling message that individuals within the PA might pay - personally - for confronting the militants.  The day after the first clash a senior security force officer involved was shot and injured. And after Hamas men were fired on early on Wednesday the movement targeted the homes of top security force figures. 

Independent analyst Bassam Nasser says Hamas has made its rules clear.  "Hamas is saying you don't dare stop our men because we will catch you - as an individual officer, as an individual policeman. Whatever your position, Hamas will respond with heavy ammunition."  The violence broke out when the Authority's security forces intercepted a Hamas team on a mission to launch rockets at Israeli targets. 

Hamas says it has the right to respond to what it regards as Israeli acts of aggression on occupied Palestinian land.  The Palestinian leader, Mahmoud Abbas, on the other hand, is committed to a ceasefire with Israel.  The move against Hamas then, was an attempt by Mr Abbas' administration to impose its authority - to try to show the militants that there were limits.  And although the government's forces came off second best, the tensions were so acute that Hamas did start reining itself in. 

As Egyptian mediators worked to calm the situation, the Hamas rocket attacks on the Israelis tailed off - and the ragged ceasefire was restored.  In that way, Mr Abbas and the Authority achieved their goal - for the moment at least.  But this was not just a dispute between Hamas and the PA.  Just below the surface it was a confrontation between the militants and the Fatah faction.  The late Yasser Arafat's old party, Fatah dominates the PA and its security agencies.  When the two sides wanted to talk peace late on Tuesday, it was Fatah leaders who sat down with Hamas. 

Fatah is in trouble. The PA that it runs is widely seen as having failed the people on many fronts.  The two sides agreed to step back. They took their armed men off the streets of the north first, and then tried to spread the calm to the rest of the Strip.  The tension between Fatah and Hamas has been building for a long time.  Both the PA and the party are regarded as badly run, and tainted by corruption. Fatah's support has been ebbing.  Hamas though, is on the rise. 

Israel may regard the group's suicide bombers as the worst of its terrorist enemies.  But in Gaza, Hamas is admired as a resistance movement. It is seen as taking the fight to the Israeli forces that have occupied the Strip for decades. And perhaps more importantly, Hamas has built a reputation for honesty and good management of its health, food aid and other programmes for poor families. 

Hamas has won important victories in local elections. And it stands to become a real force in parliament if and when general elections are held.  In the local elections months ago, Hamas demonstrated its power at the ballot box.  And over the past few days - in the violence on the streets of Gaza City - Hamas showed that it is a match for the armed forces that Fatah has at its disposal.

Government

Israel

Israeli president: Moshe Qatzav 

Israeli prime minister: Ariel Sharon

Mr Sharon became prime minister in February 2001 after beating the Labour incumbent, Ehud Barak. 
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He was elected in the midst of the second Palestinian intifada (uprising) on a pledge to ensure total security for Israel. One of the principal catalysts of the intifada was Mr Sharon's controversial visit to Jewish holy sites on Jerusalem's Temple Mount, an area of the old city known to Muslims as Haram al-Sharif and considered to be Islam's third holiest site.  In 2002 his government decided to build a 640-km (440-mile) West Bank barrier. It says the structure is necessary to protect Israel from Palestinian suicide bombers, but the International Court of Justice has said the barrier breaches international law. 

Mr Sharon is also pursuing a plan to evacuate more than 8,000 Israeli settlers from the Gaza Strip. He says the pullout, which has stoked anger among pro-settlement activists, aims to make Israel safer and could help to revive an international peace plan. 

A wealthy cattle farmer, Mr Sharon has a house in Jerusalem's Muslim Quarter. As housing minister in the early 1990s, he presided over the largest expansion of Jewish settlements since the 1967 war.  Mr Sharon became closely identified with the invasion of Lebanon in 1982 when, as defence minister, he sent Israeli troops all the way to Beirut, where the PLO was then based.  Israeli-allied right-wing Lebanese militiamen forced him from office in 1983 after an Israeli tribunal, which found him “indirectly responsible” for the massacre of hundreds of Palestinian refugees.  Ariel Sharon was born in 1928 in Palestine when it was a British mandate. 

Palestine 

President Mahmoud Abbas 

Former Palestinian Prime Minister Mahmoud Abbas, the candidate of the ruling Fatah faction, won the January 2005 poll to replace the late Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat.
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Mr Abbas, also known as Abu Mazen, had already succeeded Yasser Arafat as leader of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation (PLO), having been Mr Arafat's deputy since 1969. Many analysts regard Mahmoud Abbas as a moderate. He has condemned the armed Palestinian uprising and favours the resumption of negotiations with Israel. But he faces the key challenge of persuading armed groups to stop their campaign of anti-Israeli attacks. 

Mahmoud Abbas was born in 1935 in Safed, a town in present-day northern Israel. He co-founded Fatah - the main political grouping within the PLO - with Yasser Arafat in the late 1950s. Mr Abbas established contacts with left-wing Israelis in the 1970s, and was the main Palestinian architect of the 1993 Oslo accords, which led to the foundation of the Palestinian Authority. His brief stint as premier was plagued by power struggles with Mr Arafat over the control of the Palestinian security apparatus and over planned reforms. Mr Abbas resigned in September 2003.  The former Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat died in a French hospital on 11 November 2004, aged 75. 

The new Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abbas tasked Ahmed Qurei, also known as Abu Ala, with forming a cabinet. One of the architects of the Oslo peace accords, Mr Qurei is regarded as a moderate and a pragmatist. He took office in September 2003.

History Of Israeli Relations With South Africa

Israel established a Legation in South Africa in 1952 and in 1974 it was upgraded to an Embassy. In 1972 South Africa established a Consulate General in Tel Aviv which was upgraded to an Embassy in December 1975. Israel continued to enjoy close relations with the Apartheid Government in South Africa.  Following the democratic transition in South Africa and the establishment of full diplomatic relations with Palestine, after South Africa adopted an approach which favors resolution of the Israeli-Arab conflict through peaceful negotiations, on the basis of the relevant UN Security Council resolutions.

In September 1995 Foreign Minister Alfred B Nzo paid an official visit to Israel and signed an Agreement establishing a Joint Commission of Co-operation with the Israeli Government. The first meeting of this Joint Commission took place in June 1996. On this occasion, five bilateral agreements were negotiated for co-operation in the following spheres: Agriculture, Tourism, Culture, Environment and Science, as well as Nature Conservation. Israel contributes to development in South Africa through two farming projects worth nearly R2.5 million in Gauteng and the Eastern Cape.  

South Africa has an Embassy in Tel Aviv with 10 diplomats.  Israel has an Embassy in Pretoria with 9 diplomats. One of whom is based in Johannesburg.  The consulate in Cape Town was closed due to budgetary constraints, though an apartment was kept for the Ambassador who spends approximately a third of her time there.  Visas are required for South African tourists to Israel.

Israeli – South African Trade Statistics (All Figures In Zar)

 
SA EXPORTS
SA IMPORTS

1994
1 066 589 021
609 991 373

1995
1 396 599 222
613 234 090

1996
1 648 796 342
735 498 477

1997
1 733 851 777
788 819 579

1998
1 911 811 210
995 619 990

1999
2 090 911 316
1 149 317 286

2000
2 186 756 014
1 172 826 506

2001
4 344 861
1 119 098

2002: 01-10
4 790 206
1 320 578

History Of Palestinian Relations With South Africa

The establishment of full diplomatic relations with the State of Palestine was announced on 15 February 1995. The first South African Representative to the Palestinian National Authority took up office in August 1995. A satellite office was established in Gaza City during June 1998. The first Palestinian Ambassador to South Africa was accredited in April 1995.

The formalisation of diplomatic relations gave expression to strong and long-standing ties of friendship and mutual support between the peoples of South Africa and Palestine. South Africa’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mr Alfred B. Nzo paid an official visit to Palestine in September 1995 and signed an agreement on the establishment of a Joint Commission of Co-operation.

President Yasser Arafat paid a State Visit to South Africa in August 1998. He also paid working visits to South Africa on 12 April 1999, on 3 August 2000 and from 2 to 3 May 2001, the last in the context of the Ministerial meeting of the NAM Committee on Palestine.

The Speaker of the National Assembly, Dr F. Ginwala took part in the "Engendering the Peace Process" initiative designed to highlight and activate the role of women in peace making. She also paid a visit to the Palestinian Legislative Council. This has led to a reciprocal visit to the South African Parliament by the Speaker of the Palestinian Legislative Council, Mr Ahmed Qurie. 

South Africa has an Embassy in Ramallah in the West Bank and an Office in Gaza.  Palestine has an Embassy in Pretoria.  Agreements that have been signed include:

· Agreement of Intent on Co-operation in the Education Sphere

· Agreement on Educational Co-operation

· Executive Agreement on Co-operation in the Health  Sphere

Background Data

Israel 

· Population: 6.7 million (UN, 2005) 

· Seat of government: Jerusalem, though most foreign embassies are in Tel Aviv 

· Major languages: Hebrew, Arabic 

· Major religions: Judaism, Islam 

· Life expectancy: 77 years (men), 81 years (women) (UN) 

· Monetary unit: 1 new Israeli shekel (NIS) = 100 new agorot 

· Main exports: Computer software, military equipment, chemicals, agricultural products 

· GNI per capita: US $16,240 (World Bank, 2005) 

Palestine 

· Population: 3.8 million (UN, 2005) 

· Intended seat of government: East Jerusalem 

· Major language: Arabic 

· Major religion: Islam 

· Life expectancy: 71 years (men), 74 years (women) (UN) 

· Monetary unit: 1 Jordan Dinar = 1,000 Fils, 1 new Israeli Shekel (NIS) = 100 new Agorot 

· Main exports: Citrus 

· GNI per capita: US $1,110 (World Bank, 2005)

Issues For Members To Consider

· How can South Africa assist the Israelis and Palestinians in the peace processes?

· What pressure can South Africa exert in this regard?

· What lessons can South Africa offer from its experiences to the role players?
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