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For an administration sorely lacking foreign-policy experience, President Donald Trump has set ambitious goals in the Middle East. Foremost among them is to contain the influence of Iran, which Trump has identified as the greatest threat to U.S. interests and those of its regional allies, like Israel and Saudi Arabia. Second is to defeat the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) in Syria and Iraq, where the administration has intensified Obama-era strategies. Fostering a peace agreement between Israel and the Palestinians is at best a tertiary goal, and the Trump administration’s pursuit of it needs to be understood in the context of U.S. politics as well as Middle Eastern politics and security. Effective mediation is subordinate to pro-Israeli domestic political interests. The value of a peace agreement is primarily to remove the major obstacle to overt cooperation between Israel and the Arab world against their shared Iranian enemy, rather than a principled pursuit of sustainable peace. Consequently, the administration has not shown the commitment or diplomatic skill necessary to achieve this goal and is failing to employ a sound mediation strategy.
Although these goals are not dissimilar to those of the Obama administration, they are being pursued very differently. Obama was wary of extensive military engagements and pursued diplomatic missions with Iran, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA, the Iran nuclear deal) being perhaps the signal foreign-policy achievement of his presidency. Obama also unsuccessfully tried to mediate the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. He was considered hostile by successive right-wing Israeli governments due to his acknowledgment of Palestinian grievances and rights, despite agreeing to the largest-ever U.S. military aid package to Israel.[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  Matt Spetalnick, “US, Israel sign $38 billion military aid package,” Reuters, September 14, 2016, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-israel-statement/u-s-israel-sign-38-billion-military-aid-package. 
] 

In stark contrast, Trump has withdrawn from the JCPOA, pledged to confront Iran, and prioritized improved relations with Israel and Saudi Arabia. Militarism is a key tool in Trump’s policy repertoire, serving to simultaneously create jobs at home and "make America great again" abroad. Trump has maintained or intensified the existing international military engagements he inherited, increasing the frequency of air and drone strikes (and the rate of civilian casualties).[endnoteRef:2] In Syria, Trump approved the bombing of Shayrat airbase, used by the Assad regime to launch chemical-weapons strikes against civilians, and more recently targeted Syrian chemical weapons infrastructure after the Douma chemical attack; Obama did not militarily enforce his own stated “red line.” The Trump administration also committed U.S. troops indefinitely to the northeastern region controlled by their allies, the Kurdish-dominated Syrian Democratic Forces, in order to prevent a resurgence of ISIS and limit Iranian control of the area.[endnoteRef:3] Although Trump has since called for their withdrawal, sowing confusion about US policy, this has yet to happen.[endnoteRef:4] [2:  Micah Zenko, “How Donald Trump Learned to Love War in 2017,” Foreign Policy, December 29, 2017, https://foreignpolicy.com/2017/12/29/how-donald-trump-learned-to-love-war-in-2017/; and  Jennifer Wilson and Micah Zenko, “Donald Trump is Dropping Bombs at Unprecedented Levels,” Foreign Policy, August 9, 2017, https://foreignpolicy.com/2017/08/09/donald-trump-is-dropping-bombs-at-unprecedented-levels/.  
]  [3:  Julian Borger, Patrick Wintour and Kareem Shaheen, “US military to maintain open-ended presence in Syria, Tillerson says,” The Guardian, January 17, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/jan/17/us-military-syria-isis-iran-assad-tillerson.
]  [4:  Steve Holland, “Trump agrees to keep U.S. troops in Syria a ‘little longer,’ but wants out”, Reuters, April 4, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-usa/trump-agrees-to-keep-u-s-troops-in-syria-a-little-longer-but-wants-out-idUSKCN1HB1ZW 
 ] 

Diplomacy, mediation and conflict resolution are at the bottom of the administration’s foreign-policy to-do list, and are viewed solely through the lens of power. Trump’s approach to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the wider region is clearly articulated by Michael Wolff, who argues that Trump has sought to simplify a notoriously complex region into three elements: “powers we can work with, powers we cannot work with, and those without enough power whom we can functionally disregard or sacrifice.”[endnoteRef:5] On the basis of the evidence to date, Israel, Saudi Arabia and Egypt belong in the first category, Iran in the second, and the Palestinians in the third. Those Trump can work with will pressure the weak in order to more effectively counter those he cannot work with. Further evidence of this regional view is contained in the U.S. National Security Strategy unveiled on December 18, 2017, which altered decades of policy:  [5:  Michael Wolff, Fire and Fury: Inside the Trump White House (Little, Brown, 2018), 227.
] 


For generations the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians has been understood as the prime irritant preventing peace and prosperity in the region. Today, the threats from radical jihadist terrorist organizations and the threat from Iran are creating the realization that Israel is not the cause of the region’s problems.[endnoteRef:6]  [6:  Zev Chafets, “In Trump’s Middle East, Israel is No Longer the Problem,” Bloomberg, December 19, 2017, https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2017-12-21/in-trump-s-middle-east-israel-is-no-longer-the-problem.  
] 


While this argument against “linkage” has clear merits, the issue continues to resonate in the Arab world and should not be dismissed lightly. Trump’s over-simplification of how to address the Israeli-Palestinian conflict based on this logic has severely damaged the prospects of reaching a peace agreement. 

DOMESTIC POLITICS 

Ironically, Henry Kissinger’s famous quip that Israel has no foreign policy, only domestic policy, might also be an apt description of Trump’s engagement in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. As a candidate for the Republican presidential nomination, Trump tried to hold the middle ground by suggesting that he would approach the conflict in an even-handed way, reluctant to single out any one party for blame and questioning both sides’ readiness to make concessions for peace.[endnoteRef:7] However, this message of neutrality increasingly evaporated, and Trump aligned his message with pro-Israeli Republicans to appeal to key constituencies, including evangelical Christians. Having told Jewish Republicans, “You’re not gonna support me because I don’t want your money,” he then came to realize that he did need their money, their support and their votes. This was particularly true of Sheldon Adelson, the prominent Republican billionare donor, pro-Israel advocate, and backer of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.[endnoteRef:8] [7:  Eric Cortellessa, “Trying to make sense of that ‘neutral,’ ‘totally pro-Israel’ Donald Trump,” Times of Israel, March 2, 2016, https://www.timesofisrael.com/trying-to-make-sense-of-that-neutral-totally-pro-israel-donald-trump/.
]  [8:  Cortellessa, “Trying to make sense”; Mark Landler, “For Trump, an Embassy in Jerusalem is a Political Decision, Not a Diplomatic One,” New York Times, December 6, 2017, https://nyti.ms/2AC07cY. ] 

A main turning point was his speech to the annual conference of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) on March 21, 2016, where Trump focused on issues close to the heart of the right-wing pro-Israeli community. He devoted most of his attention to the threat posed by Iran and pledged to dismantle the “horrible” and “disastrous” nuclear deal, that only served to strengthen the Iranian ability to sponsor terror against Israel. He deemed the United Nations unfriendly to democracy, freedom and Israel, and vowed to protect the Jewish state from any international attempt to impose a peace deal with the Palestinians. Finally, he identified Palestinian terrorism, incitement and rejection of “generous” Israeli peace offers as the main reasons for the persisting conflict, and vowed to move the U.S. embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, “the eternal capital of the Jewish people.”[endnoteRef:9] [9:  Sarah Begley, “Read Trump’s speech to AIPAC,” Time, March 21, 2016,  http://time.com/4267058/donald-trump-aipac-speech-transcript/.
] 

During the transition period, Trump continued to be more attuned to Israeli interests. His transition team took the unusual step of lobbying against UN Security Council Resolution 2334 (which condemned illegal Israeli settlement construction in the West Bank) at Netanyahu’s behest, thereby undermining the Obama administration (which abstained, allowing the resolution to pass) and violating the Logan Act. The FBI investigation into Russian interference in the U.S. elections, led by Robert Mueller, revealed that indicted national-security adviser Michael Flynn and U.S. ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley contacted members of the Security Council, urging them to vote against the resolution.[endnoteRef:10] These efforts appear to have been part of a coordinated campaign by a “very senior member” of the Trump transition team believed to be the president’s son-in-law and senior adviser, Jared Kushner.[endnoteRef:11]  [10:  Colum Lynch, “Flynn pressured UN on Israel vote before taking office,” Foreign Policy, February 17, 2017, http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/02/17/logan-trump-israel-flynn-pressured-u-n-on-israel-vote-before-taking-office/.
]  [11:  Jesse Drucker, “Kushner’s Financial Ties to Israel Deepen Even With Mideast Diplomatic Role,” New York Times, January 7, 2018, https://mobile.nytimes.com/2018/01/07/business/jared-kushner-israel.html; and Peter Beaumont, “Were other Trump aides lobbying for Israel illicitly alongside Michael Flynn?” The Guardian, December 1, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/dec/01/michael-flynn-israel-lobbying-russia-united-nations.
] 

The senior leadership of the Trump administration is heavily populated with ardent pro-Israeli advocates; this will have reassured voters who were unsettled by Trump’s initial stance. Vice President Mike Pence self-describes as an evangelical Catholic whose “Christian faith compels [him] to cherish the state of Israel.”[endnoteRef:12] The Kushner family has long had a personal relationship with Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu, and their foundation has donated tens of thousands of dollars to organizations that support illegal and ideologically right-wing Israeli settlements in the West Bank, such as Yitzhar and Beit El.[endnoteRef:13] Among them is American Friends of Beit El Yeshiva, whose former president, David Friedman, Trump appointed as U.S. ambassador to Israel.[endnoteRef:14] The cumulative volume of these voices has undoubtedly shaped Trump’s approach to not only the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but also Iran.  [12:  “Rep. Mike Pence (R-IN) and Marshall Cooper, AIPAC Policy Conference 2009, May 4 2009,” AIPAC, https://www.aipac.org/-/media/publications/policy-and-politics/speeches-and-interviews/speeches-by-policymakers/2009/05/repmikepencemarshallcooper.pdf.
]  [13:  Judy Maltz, “Kushner Foundation Donated to West Bank Settlement Projects,” Haaretz, December 12, 2016, https://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.757068; Justin Elliott, “Jared Kushner By Day: Mideast Peace. Kushner Companies By Night: Donating to a West Bank Settlement,” ProPublica, December 6, 2017, https://www.propublica.org/article/jared-kushner-kushner-companies-donating-west-bank-settlement.
]  [14:  Isabel Kershner and Sheryl Gay Stolberg, “David Friedman, Choice for Envoy to Israel, Is Hostile to Two-State Efforts,” New York Times, December 16, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/16/world/middleeast/david-friedman-us-ambassador-israel.html.
 ] 

Recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, arguably his most significant action to date, was consistent with this pro-Israeli trajectory and highlighted the importance of Trump’s domestic political agenda. In his statement, he explained that he was quite simply fulfilling a campaign promise to relocate the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem. Unlike many other presidents who had made the same pledge and then reneged on it, he was delivering — much to the delight of evangelicals, pro-Israeli groups and major donors.[endnoteRef:15] At a time when his approval ratings were hovering around the lowest level of any elected U.S. president in his first year, this was particularly important to shore up his base. Other key election promises, like the Mexican border wall, had not yet gained momentum, and the repeal of both the Iran deal and Obamacare had been only partially addressed, at best.[endnoteRef:16]  [15:  The White House, “Statement by President Trump on Jerusalem,” December 6, 2017, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/statement-president-trump-jerusalem/; Alana Abramson, “President Trump’s Decision on Jerusalem Welcomed by Evangelical Voters, Pro-Israel Groups and Major Donors,” Time, December 7, 2017, http://time.com/5052363/president-trumps-decision-on-jerusalem-welcomed-by-evangelical-voters-pro-israel-groups-and-major-donors/; and Landler, “For Trump, an Embassy in Jerusalem.”  
]  [16:  “Gallup Daily: Trump Job Approval,” Gallup News, http://news.gallup.com/poll/201617/gallup-daily-trump-job-approval.aspx; and “Trump’s approval rating at lowest for any President in their first year,” The Guardian, January 16, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/jan/16/trumps-approval-rating-at-lowest-for-any-president-in-their-first-year.  
] 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the Middle East as a whole, also serve as a welcome distraction from unwelcome news coverage. Trump’s visit to Saudi Arabia in May followed his dismissal of FBI Director James Comey and the appointment of Mueller to head the special investigation. Before leaving, Trump spoke of “the biggest breakthrough in Israel-Palestine negotiations ever,” which would be “the game changer, major like has never been seen.” Coverage of the trip and the announcement of lucrative arms sales to the Saudis and other deals made headlines, giving him a modest “win.”[endnoteRef:17] The Jerusalem announcement then came at a time when the ongoing Mueller investigation continued to dominate the headlines, despite efforts by Trump’s lawyers to minimize its importance by speculating that it would end early.[endnoteRef:18] [17:  Wolff, Fire and Fury, 229-30.
]  [18:  Darren Samuelsohn, “White House lawyer: Mueller finished with interviews he’s requested,” Politico, December 12, 2017, https://www.politico.com/story/2017/12/12/mueller-interviews-white-house-293753. 
] 

Cumulatively, all of these aspects portray an administration that is more closely aligned to Israel than any other, mainly for domestic political reasons.

CONSTRUCTIVE AMBIGUITY 

Both on the campaign trail and in office, Trump has repeatedly touted his superlative negotiating skills, making the prospect of securing "the ultimate deal" between Israelis and Palestinians impossible for his ego to ignore. In December 2015, he appeared to aspire to the role of impartial mediator when speaking to the Republican Jewish Coalition, calling for even treatment of the parties in deal making: “I’d like to go in with a clean slate and just say, ‘Let’s go, everybody’s even, we love everybody and let’s see if we can do something.’”[endnoteRef:19] In a town-hall meeting in Charleston, South Carolina, a few months later, he avoided making pronouncements for one side or the other or placing blame for the conflict, saying to the moderator, “Let me sort of be a neutral guy.”[endnoteRef:20] In office, Trump has simultaneously tried to maintain his pro-Israeli and pro-peace credentials through highly ambiguous statements about what a possible peace would look like, presumably in order to retain room for political maneuver.  [19:  Zaid Jilani, “Donald Trump tells pro-Israel crowd he can’t be bought, gets booed,” The Intercept, December 3, 2015, https://theintercept.com/2015/12/03/donald-trump-booed-by-pro-israel-group-after-telling-them-he-cant-be-bought/.
]  [20:  Jewish Telegraph Agency, “Trump won’t take sides on Israel and the Palestinians,” February 18, 2016, https://www.jta.org/2016/02/18/news-opinion/politics/trump-suggests-palestinian-incitement-is-more-pronounced-but-will-not-take-sides.
] 

After his first meeting with Prime Minister Netanyahu in Washington on February 15, 2017, a common refrain was that Trump had reversed 15 years of explicit (and decades of implicit) U.S. policy towards the conflict by abandoning support for a Palestinian state and a two-state solution. However, Trump was much more ambiguous and did not disavow any solution to the conflict: “I'm looking at two-state and one-state, and I like the one that both parties like. I'm very happy with the one that both parties like. I can live with either one.”[endnoteRef:21] His policy was, effectively, that he did not have a policy. He reiterated this position on December 6, 2017, as part of his announcement to recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel.  [21:  The White House, “Remarks by President Trump and Prime Minister Netanyahu of Israel in joint press conference,” February 15, 2017, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-prime-minister-netanyahu-israel-joint-press-conference/; and Mark Landler, “Did Trump Drop 2-State Policy? Mideast Experts Say Don’t Be So Sure,” New York Times, February 16, 2017, https://nyti.ms/2lnUb2h.
] 

On the face of it, Trump’s recognition was straightforward: “… I have determined that it is time to officially recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel.”[endnoteRef:22] This declaration clearly broke with decades of U.S. policy on the subject by explicitly acknowledging Israel’s claim to the city prior to any negotiated outcome and was therefore highly significant. However, it was just as notable for what he did not say. For example, he made no effort to define what he meant by “Jerusalem.” Following its occupation of East Jerusalem and the West Bank in the 1967 war, Israel significantly expanded the municipal boundaries of Jerusalem to include Jordanian East Jerusalem and surrounding territories, where Israel built settlements like Pisgat Zeev, Neve Yaakov, Ramat Alon and others. This change and the official Israeli annexation of the territory in 1980 have never been recognized by the international community, as they are illegal under international law.  [22:  The White House, “Statement by President Trump on Jerusalem.”
] 

Trump refrained from specifically endorsing this Israeli vision of a greater Jerusalem and did not use Israel’s preferred terminology of an “undivided” or “indivisible” city or capital. However, he made no distinction between the different parts of the city either, in that he did not recognize West Jerusalem specifically as Israel’s capital or mention East Jerusalem as the capital of a Palestinian state. In reference to the Palestinian claim to East Jerusalem, he specified that his decision did not seek to prejudge any final-status issues to be negotiated: “We are not taking a position [on] any final-status issues, including the specific boundaries of the Israeli sovereignty in Jerusalem, or the resolution of contested borders. Those questions are up to the parties involved.”[endnoteRef:23] In a question-and-answer session with Acting Assistant Secretary of the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs David M. Satterfield the following day, reporters tried unsuccessfully to procure further details about what exactly the president meant by “Jerusalem” and what the practical implications of the decision were.[endnoteRef:24]  [23:  Ibid.
]  [24:  US Department of State, “Briefing with Acting Assistant Secretary David M. Satterfield,” December 7, 2017, https://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2017/12/276349.htm.
] 

Trump and Satterfield both claimed this decision would advance the peace process, without elaborating how. There can be merits to this type of ambiguity, in that it can be constructive in the short term by allowing the parties to interpret what they want from a statement and retain flexibility. However, such ambiguity can be harmful when contradictory understandings are internalized and there is no follow-up clarification to ensure effective implementation. The problem is that this announcement was not rooted in any discernible diplomatic peace strategy that could provide such clarity. As probably the most difficult and emotionally charged final-status issue, any policy on Jerusalem is extremely sensitive; any compromise on it would constitute a major concession for either side. President Trump has effectively assured Israelis that all of West Jerusalem within the 1967 lines will be theirs, without asking or receiving anything in return. Trump argued in his statement that this was merely an acknowledgement of reality. While this is true, it is nonetheless poor mediation strategy. 
To make things worse, Trump later contradicted his own statement about not prejudging the outcome of final-status negotiations when he tweeted, “… We have taken Jerusalem, the toughest part of the negotiations, off the table …,” sowing further confusion about what recognition actually means in practice.[endnoteRef:25] In a meeting with Netanyahu at Davos on January 25, 2018, Trump repeated, “We took Jerusalem off the table, so we don’t have to talk about it any more.”[endnoteRef:26] It remains unclear if Trump is dismissing any Palestinian claim to Jerusalem whatsoever, which would be unacceptable to Palestinians, or if he is only referring to Israeli sovereignty in West Jerusalem. At best, this is a confusing ambiguity; at worst, it is a definitive move that renders impossible a two-state solution as traditionally imagined. The incoherence of Trump’s messaging reveals a lack of sound mediation strategy.  [25:  “Donald J. Trump on Twitter,” Twitter, January 2, 2018, https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/948322497602220032?lang=en. 
]  [26:  The White House, “Remarks by President Trump and Prime Minister Netanyahu of Israel Before Bilateral Meeting | Davos, Switzerland,” January 25, 2018, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-prime-minister-netanyahu-israel-bilateral-meeting-davos-switzerland/.
] 

The significance of this for any peace process can be viewed in different ways. From one perspective, it is major: Trump has managed to alienate the Palestinians and lose whatever trust or credibility he and his envoys may have accrued. The Palestinian leadership were encouraged by President Mahmoud Abbas’s trip to the White House in May 2017 and by the fact that Trump put the conflict back on the international agenda after other issues like Syria, Iraq and ISIS had long dominated the headlines.[endnoteRef:27] In the aftermath of Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem, however, Abbas announced that the Palestinians would no longer accept the United States as a mediator and would not accept any U.S.-sponsored peace initiative.[endnoteRef:28] The Palestinians have been canvassing other potential mediators like Russia, China and France to take a greater role in the negotiations, akin to the P5+1 structure used to negotiate with Iran, and are calling for systemic changes to the mediation of the conflict.[endnoteRef:29] [27:  Hussein Ibish, “Trump Just Got Palestinians’ Hopes Up,” The Atlantic, May 4, 2017,  https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/05/trump-abbas-palestinians/525441/.
]  [28:  Peter Beaumont, “Palestinians no longer accept US as mediator, Abbas tells summit,” The Guardian, December 13, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/dec/13/recep-tayyip-erdogan-unite-muslim-world-trump-east-jerusalem; and Ahmad Melhem, “PA rejects US, seeks new sponsors for talks,” Al Monitor, December 27, 2017, www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/12/palestine-new-peace- process-sponsor-us-jerusalem-move.html.]  [29:  Melhem, “PA rejects US”; Robin Wright, “Why the Palestinians are boycotting the Trump administration,” New Yorker, January 21, 2018, https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/the-man-in-the-middle-of-trump-palestinian-tensions. 
] 

On the other hand, if the Palestinians want an independent state, they do not have any option but to acquiesce to U.S. involvement and initiatives.[endnoteRef:30] Israel is extremely unlikely to engage in any negotiating configuration not sponsored by the United States, rendering any such prospect dead in the water. Moreover, the Trump administration is unlikely to relinquish any control of the process beyond their existing Saudi and Egyptian partners. Trump’s disdain for multilateralism is reflected in his frustrations with the European partners to the JCPOA, who insist on its continued implementation as agreed. While he has been happy to enlist the services of French President Emmanuel Macron to try and keep the Palestinians open to any future peace plan, that appears to be the limit of European involvement thus far.[endnoteRef:31] The argument that Trump’s actions prove the United States is not an “honest broker” is true but laced with disingenuous novelty. Washington ceased to be an “honest broker,” if indeed it ever truly was, a long time ago; U.S. negotiator Aaron David Miller made this point over a decade ago about the Clinton era.[endnoteRef:32] Continued Palestinian acceptance of U.S. involvement is not based primarily on trust, but on the hope that the United States will exert leverage over Israel.  [30:  Daoud Kuttab, “Palestinians ready for major shift in strategy,” Al Monitor, December 29, 2017, www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/12/palestine-meeting-shift- strategy-us-jerusalem-move.html; and Osama al-Sharif, “Can the US be replaced as peace broker?” Jordan Times, December 26, 2017, http://www.jordantimes.com/opinion/osama-al-sharif/can-us-be-replaced-peace-broker. ]  [31:  Alexander Fulbright, “Macron said to tell Abbas not to rule out Trump peace plan,” Times of Israel, January 19, 2018, https://www.timesofisrael.com/macron-said-to-tell-abbas-not-to-rule-out-trump-peace-plan/.  
]  [32:  Aaron David Miller, “Israel’s Lawyer,” Washington Post, May 23, 2005,  http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/05/22/AR2005052200883.html.
] 

Consequently, the Palestinians could focus on the positive ambiguity of Trump’s words on Jerusalem and reason that little has been lost. West Jerusalem is and always was going to be Israeli territory in any agreement, so the door is still open, but it needs to be pushed proactively. However, this is where trust still matters. It is difficult for the Palestinians to countenance the political risks involved in doing so when there is no trust whatsoever in the U.S. mediators, their intentions or their ability to influence their Israeli counterparts. A mediator concerned about maintaining good relations with the parties would normally look to offer some confidence-building measures to the aggrieved party at this stage. Trump has instead decided to cut funding to the UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), which provides essential services to Palestinian refugees in both the occupied territories and the wider region.[endnoteRef:33] His approach to mediation appears consistent with his approach to the U.S. real-estate business: bully the weaker party until they break.[endnoteRef:34] Trump is likely to have few qualms about this; the Palestinians and their concerns are not his main priority. [33:  Colum Lynch and Robbie Gramer, “US Withholds Millions of Dollars in Promised Palestinian Food Aid,” Foreign Policy, January 17, 2018, http://foreignpolicy.com/2018/01/17/u-s-withholds-millions-of-dollars-in-promised-palestinian-food-aid-united-nations-relief-and-works-agency-humanitarian-assistance-state-department-middle-east-gaza-strip-west-bank/.
]  [34:  Kurt Eichenwald, ‘The real Donald Trump: a bully, fraud and incompetent who has wrecked countless lives’, The Independent, 01/11/2016. Available at: http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/the-real-donald-trump-a-bully-fraud-and-incompetent-who-has-wrecked-countless-lives-a7384421.html
] 


PERILS OF "OUTSIDE-IN"

Trump’s priority in the region is rolling back the rising tide of Iranian influence, which has expanded significantly in Iraq, Syria and the Persian Gulf, much to the alarm of Saudi Arabia, the wider Sunni Arab world and Israel. However, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict inhibits overt Arab-Israeli cooperation against this common threat. U.S. mediation strategy seeks to remove this obstacle by taking advantage of the shared strategic anti-Iranian interest to foster a deal. Since February 2017, rumors have circulated about a U.S. peace plan that follows the “outside-in” logic, heavily involving Egypt, Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states to support, incentivize and exert pressure on the Palestinians.[endnoteRef:35] Theoretically, this is a sound idea; the failure to involve the Arab world has been identified as one of the many failures of the negotiations sponsored by President Bill Clinton.[endnoteRef:36] The current approach, however, seems more intent on coercing the Palestinians than addressing their interests. [35:  Peter Baker and Mark Landler, “Trump May Turn to Arab Allies for Help With Israeli-Palestinian Relations,” New York Times, February 9, 2017, https://nyti.ms/2k8rCkp; and Wolff, Fire and Fury, 227.]  [36:  Jacob Eriksson, Small-State Mediation in International Conflicts: Diplomacy and Negotiation in Israel-Palestine (London, IB Tauris, 2015), 209.
] 

U.S.-Saudi relations suffered under the Obama administration due to Saudi opposition to the JCPOA, but the Trump administration and the Saudis have both sought to recalibrate relations. Saudi leaders visited Washington in March, and when Trump made an official visit to the kingdom in May, he and his entourage were greeted in a manner clearly designed to appeal to his opulent tastes: a party reportedly costing $75 million. Other Arab leaders such as President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi of Egypt were also present to lavish Trump with praise.[endnoteRef:37] Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS) and Jared Kushner, both young and new to the international stage, apparently established a good personal relationship and emerged as the driving forces behind an improved bilateral relationship and a new strategy for Arab-Israeli peace.  [37:  Wolff, Fire and Fury, 231.
] 

While leaders in the Arab world have always paid lip service to the Palestinian cause, actively representing Palestinian interests has long ceased to be a priority for them. It does, however, continue to resonate with the average citizen and key religious institutions; this forces leaders to tread carefully.[endnoteRef:38] Wary of renewed protests now that the dust of the Arab Spring has largely settled, political elites are reluctant to provoke the masses over the issue but have to reconcile it with the changing geopolitical winds. In Egypt, President Sisi reacted cautiously to Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem, publicly condemning the move and tabling a Security Council resolution against the decision, but only allowing limited public protests, lest they spiral out of control and take aim at his regime. Continued economic hardship has made this his primary concern. Although the grand sheikh of al-Azhar took an uncompromising stance, most clerics toed the government line and devoted Friday sermons to “family values” rather than Jerusalem, in the interest of keeping their jobs.[endnoteRef:39] The New York Times also reported that an Egyptian intelligence officer told influential television hosts to accept the decision rather than denounce it, although the regime has vociferously denied this.[endnoteRef:40]     [38:  Shadi Hamid, “The Jerusalem announcement won’t really hurt America’s Arab alliances,” The Atlantic, December 6, 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/12/jerusalem-israel-trump/547610/.  
]  [39:  Shahira Amin, “Sisi performs balancing act in wake of Trump's Jerusalem move,” Al-Monitor, December 12, 2017, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/12/egypt-sisi-balance-trump-decision-jerusalem-israel-azhar.html.
]  [40:  David D. Kirkpatrick, “Tapes Reveal Egyptian Leaders’ Tacit Acceptance of Jerusalem Move,” New York Times, January 6, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/06/world/middleeast/egypt-jerusalem-talk-shows.html; and “Egypt denies report that it accepts Trump’s Jerusalem recognition,” Times of Israel, January 7, 2018, https://www.timesofisrael.com/egypt-denies-report-that-it-accepts-trumps-jerusalem-recognition/.  
] 

Saudi Arabia publicly condemned Trump’s recognition as an “unjustified and irresponsible” move that constituted “a big step back in efforts to advance the peace process,” but, as in Egypt, privately the reaction was muted.[endnoteRef:41] The day after Trump’s announcement, Prince Mohammed bin Salman met with members of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy. Rather than directly addressing the decision, he offered “a mild rebuke of the President’s Jerusalem shift and a hopeful vision of Saudi-Israeli partnership” only when asked.[endnoteRef:42] As Shibley Telhami has observed, such a reaction would have been unimaginable a decade ago and points to a significant transformation in thinking.[endnoteRef:43] The prince has effectively consolidated power in the kingdom through a widespread purge, called an anti-corruption effort, and has been the architect of an aggressive Saudi foreign policy in Syria and, above all, in Yemen aimed at countering Iran. Despite denials to the contrary, this policy has also involved a willingness to intervene in the internal politics of other countries, as shown by the bizarre resignation of Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri — broadcast to the world while in detention in Riyadh — which was later revoked.[endnoteRef:44]  [41:  Samia Nakhoul, Stephen Kalin and Suleiman al-Khalidi, “Despite furore over Jerusalem move, Saudis seen on board with U.S. peace efforts,” Reuters, December 8, 2017, https://reut.rs/2iEEeBD. 
]  [42:  Robert Satloff, “Mohammed bin Salman Doesn’t Want to Talk About Jerusalem,” Foreign Policy, December 14, 2017, http://foreignpolicy.com/2017/12/14/mohammad-bin-salman-doesnt-want-to-talk-about-jerusalem/ 
 ]  [43:  Kirkpatrick, “Tapes Reveal Egyptian Leaders’ Tacit Acceptance.”]  [44:  Joumanah el-Matrah, “Lebanese PM Saad Hariri’s suspended resignation is only cosmetic,” The Guardian, November 23, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/nov/23/lebanese-pm-saad-hariris-suspended-resignation-is-only-cosmetical; and Anne Barnard and Maria Abi-Habib, “Why Saad Hariri Had That Strange Sojourn in Saudi Arabia,” New York Times, December 24, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/24/world/middleeast/saudi-arabia-saad-hariri-mohammed-bin-salman-lebanon.html.  
] 

Prince Mohammed bin Salman’s approach to the Palestinians appears to run along similar lines. Reports suggest that in early November in Riyadh he presented the broad outline of a draft Israeli-Palestinian peace plan to Abbas, who was infuriated, as it contained multiple significant concessions no Palestinian leader would be able to accept. A Palestinian “entity” would be established in Gaza and parts of the West Bank, specifically Areas A and B, and 10 percent of Area C; this would mean controlling noncontiguous bits of territory with only limited sovereignty. The vast majority of Israeli settlements in the West Bank would remain. The Palestinian capital would not be in East Jerusalem, but in Abu Dis or Ramallah, and there would be no right of return for Palestinian refugees.[endnoteRef:45] Abbas was supposedly offered an ultimatum: accept the plan or resign.[endnoteRef:46] Although such a plan has yet to be officially presented, at a meeting of the PLO Central Council on January 14, 2018, Abbas declared, “Now we say ‘No’ to Trump. We won't accept his plan — we say the ‘deal of the century’ is the slap of the century.”[endnoteRef:47] PA officials have said that it was primarily details of the upcoming peace plan, communicated by the Egyptians and Saudis, rather than the Jerusalem announcement that led to this stance.[endnoteRef:48]  [45:  Anne Barnard, David M. Halbfinger, and Peter Baker, “Talk of a Peace Plan That Snubs Palestinians Roils Middle East,” New York Times, December 3, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/03/world/middleeast/palestinian-saudi-peace-plan.html; and Nakhoul, Kalin and al-Khalidi, “Despite furore over Jerusalem move.”
]  [46:  Sue Surkes, “Saudis told Abbas to accept Trump peace plan or resign – report,” Times of Israel, December 12, 2017, https://www.timesofisrael.com/saudis-told-abbas-to-accept-trump-peace-plan-or-resign-report/; and Adnan Abu Amer, “Details of Abbas’ mysterious Saudi trip still scarce,” Al-Monitor, November 16, 2017, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2017/11/palestine-saudi-arabia-abbas-resignation-pressure-peace-us.html.   
]  [47:  “Mahmoud Abbas slams Trump over ‘slap of the century,’” Al Jazeera, January 14, 2018, http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/01/mahmoud-abbas-slams-trump-slap-century-180114195614715.html.
]  [48:  Ben Caspit, “Palestinians hit dead end on all fronts,” Al Monitor, January 15, 2018, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2018/01/israel-egypt-un-palestinians-fatah-hamas-donald-trump-abbas.html.
] 

This approach thus suffers from two major weaknesses. First, the Egyptian and Saudi leaders will prioritize regime stability above all else, and from a Saudi perspective, much depends on the success of the prince's reforms. If his anti-corruption drive and wider program of economic diversification (Vision 2030) manage to address the economic, political and social grievances among Saudi citizens, he might be able to change the kingdom’s official stance on Jerusalem and challenge the public’s mood on the issue. By appealing in particular to Saudi youth — a key demographic given its size — MBS is looking to the future and trying to change the direction of the kingdom.[endnoteRef:49] However, if it is unsuccessful, his ability to confront the conservative religious authorities over the issue will be reduced. Similarly, President Sisi needs to address Egypt's ailing economy and poor security situation, particularly in the Sinai, in order to challenge prevailing opinion.  [49:  Jane Kinninmont, “Mohammed bin Salman’s Shakeup is More Than a Power Play,” Chatham House, November 6, 2017, https://www.chathamhouse.org/expert/comment/mohammed-bin-salman-s-shakeup-more-power-play. 
 ] 

Second, a failure to take Palestinian aspirations and demands seriously will not result in lasting peace; it will squander what might be a final opportunity to rescue the two-state solution.[endnoteRef:50] The Trump administration’s actions to date might already have helped put the final nail in the coffin of the two-state solution, as both Israelis and Palestinians are drawn to alternative options. Within the PLO, calls have been made to abandon the two-state solution and focus on one-state with equal rights for Israelis and Palestinians. Even senior PA leader and negotiator Saeb Erekat has shifted to support this option, and it is being seriously considered.[endnoteRef:51]  [50:  Ian Fisher and Ben Hubbard, “Trump’s Shift to ‘Outside-In’ Strategy for Mideast Peace Is a Long Shot,” New York Times, February 14, 2017, https://nyti.ms/2lLDTNL.
]  [51:  David M. Halbfinger, “As a 2-State Solution Loses Steam, a 1-State Plan Gains Traction,” New York Times, January 5, 2018, https://nyti.ms/2Ec5yQn. ] 

The PLO Central Council has recommended that the Executive Committee “suspend recognition of Israel until it recognizes the State of Palestine on the 1967 borders and revokes the decision to annex East Jerusalem and expand and build settlements.” A further statement also said that the Oslo Agreements “no longer stand,” and that security cooperation with Israel would cease.[endnoteRef:52] It is not clear what this suggests about a Palestinian vision for the future. While announcing the end of Oslo and a suspension of the recognition of Israel can be seen as a call for a one-state solution, the conditional nature of the suspension and the simultaneous call for recognition of a Palestinian state suggests the two-state solution remains the preferred option. The withdrawal of security cooperation has been called for before but not implemented, as in 2015; such a decision ultimately depends on the leadership of President Abbas.   [52:  “Palestinian leaders reconsider recognition of Israel,” Al Jazeera, January 15, 2018, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/01/palestinian-leadership-revokes-recognition-israel-180116060200939.html. 
] 

The collapse of the Oslo structure, long discredited and criticized by Palestinians, would present an opportunity for change. Whether this alternative would be nonviolent depends on who is calling for it; Hamas and other Islamist groups have called for a return to armed resistance. Reconciliation between Hamas and Fatah remains a distant prospect. Deadlines for the implementation of agreements continue to pass without action, and divisions remain as fundamental and stark as ever.[endnoteRef:53] Abbas has repeatedly stated that he will not allow Hamas to follow the example of Hezbollah in Lebanon and maintain a powerful militia in parallel to the PA's Palestinian Security Forces.[endnoteRef:54] However, if the PLO were to officially revoke its recognition of Israel, this would remove one obstacle to Hamas's joining the organization and potentially helping foster reconciliation.    [53:  Grant Rumley, “The Doomed Palestinian Reconciliation Plan,” The Atlantic, September 17, 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2017/09/palestine-hamas-fatah-mahmoud-abbas-gaza-west-bank/540090/. 
]  [54:  Dov Lieber, “Palestinian reconciliation ‘collapsing’ over weapons dispute, Hamas leader says,” Times of Israel, December 21, 2017, https://www.timesofisrael.com/palestinian-reconciliation-collapsing-over-weapons-dispute-hamas-leader-says/.
] 

Any Palestinian decision to abandon the two-state solution or return to armed resistance will resonate with those Israelis who argue that there is no partner for peace. Trump’s recognition of Jerusalem was welcomed by most Jewish Israelis, who felt that this acknowledgement of their connection to their spiritual home was not only just, but a long-overdue recognition of reality. It has also emboldened the already ascendant Israeli annexationists and settlement advocates in government who seek to take advantage of the freedom granted by the Trump administration to pursue maximalist goals. Two days after Trump’s Jerusalem announcement, Israeli construction minister Yoav Galant announced plans for 14,000 new units in settlements, adding to other tens of thousands already announced during the Trump administration.[endnoteRef:55]  [55:  Kuttab, “Palestinians ready.”
] 

While more extreme right-wing leaders like Habayit Hayehudi’s Naftali Bennet have made no secret of their plans to annex the occupied territories, this sentiment has now firmly taken root in the more mainstream ruling Likud party. On December 31, the central committee of Likud voted unanimously in favor of the “free construction and application of Israeli law and sovereignty in all liberated areas of settlement” in the West Bank. This is tantamount to annexation. The Knesset also passed an amendment to the basic law on Jerusalem requiring a majority of 80 votes (out of 120) to cede any parts of the city (per Israeli definitions) to a foreign entity, making any concessions to the Palestinians even more difficult.[endnoteRef:56] [56:  David M. Halbfinger, “Emboldened Israeli Right Presses Moves to Doom 2-State Solution,” New York Times, January 1, 2018, https://nyti.ms/2DLmaOC; and Daoud Kuttab, “Trump’s Jerusalem decision opens Israeli expansionism floodgates,” Al Monitor, January 4, 2018, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2018/01/israel-likud-annex-west-bank-settlments-palestine.html. ] 

Former U.S. officials like Martin Indyk and Dennis Ross have argued that the United States needs to wrap its arms around Israel to make it feel safe in order to generate any positive traction in negotiations. However, as Nathan Thrall argues, this must be followed by pressure to compromise.[endnoteRef:57] An adept mediator would look to use the credibility and trust accrued thus far in Israel to push for concessions; on the basis of its first year in office, it seems doubtful the Trump administration will be willing or able to do this. The Israeli right appear so emboldened as to make this too damaging for Trump. It would not play well with key domestic constituencies he can ill afford to lose as the Mueller investigation continues. While he has built a reputation for being unpredictable, it is difficult to envisage such a radical break with existing policy patterns.    [57:  Nathan Thrall, “Israel and the US: The Delusions of Our Diplomacy,” New York Review of Books, November 9, 2014, http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2014/10/09/israel-us-delusions-our-diplomacy/; and Nathan Thrall, The Only Language They Understand (Metropolitan Books, 2017), 39-40. ] 

 
CONCLUSION 

By linking an Israeli-Palestinian peace agreement to a regional front against Iran, Trump embarked on a bold and broad agenda for change, together with his Saudi partners. While there is an undeniable logic to this approach, the Trump administration’s engagement to date shows little evidence of the mediation skills required to strike such a grand bargain. They have shown a poor understanding of the needs of Palestinians and have unnecessarily antagonized them over Jerusalem without getting anything in return, a move that shows the primacy of domestic politics over effective foreign policy. What Trump, Kushner and Mohammed bin Salman lack in experience they make up for in hubris, though this is unlikely to produce positive results. The delicate situation calls for astute and nimble diplomacy, skills the Trump administration and its regional allies lack. Their style has been more akin to a bull in a china shop, upending the stale existing order but leaving little positive in its wake. Although Trump seems to be attempting to retain flexibility through vague policy, it is far from clear he will now be in a position to take advantage of it. Having initially sought to stroke Trump’s ego by praising his negotiating skills, Abbas and the Palestinians are less than convinced.
	If, as is likely, the Palestinians continue to refuse to let their cause be sacrificed on the altar of an anti-Iranian alliance, this leaves Trump in danger of coming away from this regional engagement with nothing. Israel and the Arab world may privately agree on the need for cooperation, but it remains problematic without a resolution to the Palestinian predicament. Communication and consultation undoubtedly are taking place in the shadows, but it is doubtful whether this is enough to achieve the desired goals. Much depends on the extent to which the Arab world can be convinced that Iran poses a danger that makes Jerusalem pale in comparison. As a result, Trump is placing a lot of faith in a bold but reckless change. 
In any peace plan that finally gets presented, Kushner and MBS need to address minimal Palestinian needs or it will not succeed. While a third party can incentivize, provide political support and apply pressure, there needs to be a balance; force and threats alone are unlikely to lead Palestinians to abandon their national aspirations. There also needs to be a greater balance in the application of pressure. The Trump administration has shown no appetite for forcing Israel to concede anything, but this will have to happen if an agreement is to be reached. Although multilateral cooperation seems anathema to Trump, greater engagement with other international partners, such as the EU, could help to correct the current imbalance. Without a more nuanced strategy, this attempt at Israeli-Palestinian peace is likely to join many others in history's dustbin, taking the two-state solution along with it. 
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