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JONATHAN COOK 

Israeli prime minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu needs all the help he 
can muster before voters head 

to the ballot box on March 2 – for 
the third time in a year. Once again, 
it seems as though US President 
Donald Trump intends to ride to 
his rescue.

Despite Mr Trump’s best efforts, 
Israel’s two elections last year ended 
in stalemate. Each time, Mr Netan-
yahu’s Likud party and its religious, 
pro-settler coalition partners tied 
with the secular, yet hawkish right 
led by Blue and White leader Benny 
Gantz.

The pressure on Mr Netanyahu 
to win this time has intensified. His 
opponents in the Israeli parliament 
advanced plans last week to set up a 
committee to weigh whether or not 
he should be immune from prosecu-
tion in three corruption cases.

If he is denied immunity, as seems 
likely, the path will be clear for a trial 
that might make it impossible for 
him to head the next government 
whatever the outcome.

This was the background to inti-
mations from the Trump adminis-
tration last week that it may finally 
publish its long-anticipated peace 
plan.

The White House reportedly 

delayed the plan’s release over the 
course of last year as it waited for 
Mr Netanyahu to secure a majority 
government to put it into effect.

Leaks suggest the document will 
bolster Israel’s maximalist demands, 
scuppering any hopes of establishing 
a viable Palestinian state. The Pales-
tinian leadership severed ties with 
Washington a while back in protest.

More than any of his recent pre-
decessors, Mr Trump has shown a 
repeated willingness to meddle in 
Israeli elections to the benefit of Mr 
Netanyahu.

Shortly before last April’s vote, 
Mr Trump declared that the US 
would formally recognise Israel’s 
annexation of the Golan Heights 
from Syria. The seizure of the 
1,800-square-kilometre territory 
in 1967 remains illegal under inter-
national law. And days before the 
most recent ballot in September, 
Mr Trump publicly alluded to the 
possibility of a US-Israeli defence 
pact.

Now US officials, including Sec-
retary of State Mike Pompeo, have 
hinted that the US peace plan could 
be published in the run-up to the 
March election.

Israeli officials have been saying 
much the same to local media since 
an unexpected visit this month by 
Avi Berkowitz, Mr Trump’s new aide 

overseeing the peace plan.
This prompted Mr Gantz, the 

prime minister’s main challenger, to 
condemn any such move as “blatant 
interference” in the election.

In fact, until recently, Mr Net-
anyahu had been reluctant for the 
so-called “deal of the century” to 
be published because it would be 

unlikely to satisfy the settlers’ most 
extreme demands. He had feared 
that disappointment might drive 
some Likud voters further to the 
right, towards smaller, even more 
hardline parties.

But Mr Netanyahu is now in such 
precarious political and legal straits 
that he appears ready to gamble. 

Publication of the peace plan could 
attract some more uncompromising 
Blue and White voters to his side. 
They may prefer a seasoned player 
like Mr Netanyahu to manage White 
House expectations, rather than a 
politically inexperienced former 
army general like Mr Gantz.

Furthermore, the settler parties 

that could steal votes from Likud as 
a result of a Trump “peace” initiative 
are the lynchpin of the coalition Mr 
Netanyahu needs to maintain his 
grip on power. Netanyahu’s own 
party may not gain more seats but 
overall his far-right bloc could pros-
per, ultimately securing Mr Net-
anyahu the election and immunity 
from prosecution.

The key issue on which Mr Netan-
yahu and Mr Trump appear to agree 
is on annexing the bulk of the West 
Bank – territories categorised in the 
Oslo accords as Area C, the backbone 
of any future Palestinian state.

Before the September election, 
Mr Netanyahu announced plans to 
annex the Jordan Valley, the West 
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BASEM SHABB

Since October 17, a nationwide 
uprising took Lebanese by 
storm, forcing then prime min-

ister Saad Hariri and his cabinet 
to step down. In December, Iran-
backed Hizbollah and its ally, the 
Christian Free Patriotic Movement, 
or FPM, were duped into naming 
Dr Hassan Diab, a Sunni academ-
ic, as prime minister designate. It 
is the prime minister designate’s 
duty by law to form the cabinet but 
acting foreign minister and head 
of the FPM, Gebran Bassil mistak-
enly thought he could impose his 
preferred nominees on a relatively 
unknown prime minister and divide 
the spoils with Hizbollah.

Much to the dismay of Mr Bassil, 
Mr Diab appears bent on forming a 
government of unaffiliated experts, 
in compliance with the demands of 
protesters. Mr Diab has challenged 
Mr Bassil as well as his father-in-law 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun, 
with active support from pro-Syrian 
politicians, most notably member of 
parliament Jamil Al Sayyed. Other 
pro-Syrian factions voiced their de-
mands to be represented in the new 
government, effectively competing 
with the FPM for the next cabinet’s 
18 ministries.

It seems that Mr Diab, far from 

being weak and isolated, has con-
siderable support from Pro-Syrian 
factions opposed to the resigned 
prime minister Saad Hariri. Grand 
Mufti Abdul Latif Darian and oth-
er Sunni dignitaries have refrained 
from criticising Mr Diab, avoiding 
the thorny issue of his legitimacy 
within the community.

More importantly, the Saudi lead-
ership has yet to take a position on 
Mr Diab, which may indicate that 
they are ready to give him a chance. 
Syrian President Bashar Al Assad 
has yet to comment on the situation 
but Druze politician Wiam Wah-
hab, one of Syria’s closest allies in 
Lebanon, has indicated he was the 
one to suggest Mr Diab for the posi-
tion of prime minister. The Russians 
first endorsed Mr Hariri but after 
Mr Diab was officially nominated, 
they have assumed a neutral stance. 
Western powers are closely watch-
ing as Lebanese politicians bicker 
while the economy is in free fall.

Ordinary Lebanese are struggling 
to cope with the deep recession yet 
Hizbollah is only concerned with 
consolidating its power in govern-
ment while the FPM is preoccupied 
with the issue of presidential suc-
cession. Other players such as par-
liamentary speaker Nabih Berri, and 
Mr Jumblatt are worried about the 
return of Syrian influence in Leba-

non. Mr Diab’s intransigence poses 
a threat to traditional politicians. 

So much so that Mr Bassil now sees 
common cause with Mr Berri.

Since the end of the Syrian occu-
pation in 2005, Damascus’ influence 

in Lebanon had dwindled consider-
ably. During the 2018 parliamentary 
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Let us pause at #Gos-
pelofToday (John 

1,29-34), perhaps even 
contemplating an icon of 
Christ, Son of God made 
lamb, to free us from evil. 
Yes, we are still poor sin-
ners but not slaves, no, 
but children, children of 
God!

@Pontifex

In the run up to ‘Parik-
sha Pe Charcha 2020’, 

lakhs of students, parents 
and teachers shared their 
inputs and suggestions. 
These are extremely 
valuable, giving insights 
into the pressing issues 
when it comes to exam 
preparation, the exam 
itself and the time after 
examinations.

@narendramodi

Schiff on the Trump ar-
gument that he can’t 

be impeached for abuse 
of power: “That’s the 
argument I suppose you 
have to make if the facts 
are so dead-set against 
you ... You had to go so 
far out of the mainstream 
to find someone to make 
that argument.” Via ABC

@kylegriffin1

It was a pleasure meet-
ing in Berlin with EU 

High Representative @
JosepBorrellF today to 
discuss our shared chal-
lenges, including ways 
we can work together to-
ward greater peace and 
security in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

@SecPompeo

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

that could steal votes from Likud as 
a result of a Trump “peace” initiative 
are the lynchpin of the coalition Mr 
Netanyahu needs to maintain his 
grip on power. Netanyahu’s own 
party may not gain more seats but 
overall his far-right bloc could pros-
per, ultimately securing Mr Net-
anyahu the election and immunity 
from prosecution.

The key issue on which Mr Netan-
yahu and Mr Trump appear to agree 
is on annexing the bulk of the West 
Bank – territories categorised in the 
Oslo accords as Area C, the backbone 
of any future Palestinian state.

Before the September election, 
Mr Netanyahu announced plans to 
annex the Jordan Valley, the West 

Bank’s vast agricultural basin – pre-
sumably with Mr Trump’s blessing.

Mr Pompeo offered his apparent 
backing in November by claiming 
that Israeli settlements in the West 
Bank were not necessarily “incon-
sistent with international law”.

With that as a cue, Mr Netanyahu’s 
government convened a panel this 
month to draft an official proposal 
to annex the Jordan Valley.

Naftali Bennett, the defence min-
ister and a settler leader, revealed 
last week that Israel was creating 
seven new “nature reserves” on Pal-
estinian land. Another 12 existing Is-
raeli-seized sites are to be expanded.

Israel would annex Area C “within 
a short time”, Mr Bennett added.

On Saturday, he also ordered the 
army to bar from the West Bank 
prominent Israeli left-wing activists 
who demonstrate alongside Pales-
tinians against land thefts by the 
settlers and the army. He equated 
these non-violent protesters with 
extremist settler groups that have 
assaulted Palestinians and torched 
their olive groves and homes.

Referring to the International 
Criminal Court in the Hague, the 
Palestinian foreign ministry warned 
that establishment of the nature 
reserves would “speed up (Mr Ben-
nett’s) appearance before the ICC as 
a war criminal.”

Nonetheless, the settler right is 
growing ever bolder on the annexa-
tion issue – as evidenced by Israel’s 
increasingly fraught ties with neigh-
bouring Jordan.

King Abullah II recently declared 
relations with Israel at an “all-time 
low”. Meanwhile, Ephraim Halevy, 
a former head of Israel’s Mossad 
spy agency, blamed Israel for show-
ing “contempt towards Jordan” and 
creating a crisis that jeopardised the 
two countries’ 1994 peace treaty, a 
legacy of the Oslo peace process.

If Israel annexes large swaths of 
the West Bank, stymying Palestinian 
statehood, that could unleash waves 
of unrest among the Kingdom’s 
majority population – Palestinians 
made refugees by Israel during the 
1948 and 1967 wars.

It could also provoke a mass exo-
dus of West Bank Palestinians into 
Jordan. Senior Jordanian officials 
recently told a former Israeli jour-
nalist, Ori Nir, that they viewed an-
nexation as an “existential threat” 
to their country.

All Israeli rightwingers need is 
a nod of approval from the White 
House. With Mr Netanyahu desper-
ate to pull a rabbit out of his hat, and 
with an obliging patron installed in 
Washington, there is reason enough 
for them to believe that the stars 
may finally be aligned. 

1989
George H. W. Bush is 
inaugurated the 41st President 
of the United States of America.

1990
Protests in Azerbaijan, part of 
the Dissolution of the Soviet 
Union.

1991
Sudan’s government imposes Islamic 
law nationwide, worsening the civil 
war between the country’s Muslim 
north and Christian south.

1992
Air Inter Flight 148, an Airbus 
A320-111, crashes into a mountain 
near Strasbourg, France killing 87 
of the 96 people on board.
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The US might finally unveil deal of the century, in the run-up to Israel’s election 
More than any of his recent predecessors, Mr Trump has shown a repeated willingness to meddle in Israeli elections to the benefit of Mr Netanyahu

Premier’s global role, 
vision praised 

The United Nations (UN) expects to observe its 
75th anniversary on September 21, 2020. The 
theme selected for the occasion is ‘The Future 

we want, the UN we need: Reaffirming our collective 
commitment to multilateralism’.

The world establishment has achieved most of its 
aims ranging from reducing poverty to addressing 
climate changes and proposing means of containing 
it to diffusing tension in war torn areas. It proved 
to be instrumental in bringing world order, peace 
and stability. 

However, there exist some serious downfalls, ob-
served in its more than seven decades of operation. 
Lately, the issue that concerns the deployment of 
peacekeeping troops in man-made conflicts (war) 
or natural disaster areas where the blue helmeted 
soldiers have raped the very victims they are sup-
posed to protect leaving wives without husbands 

and babies without fathers remained 
a shame and blemish on the global 
organization.  

During this year’s celebrations, the 
UN is aiming to reach to a wide range 
of people with various experiences 
and backgrounds. Engage them in a 
dialogue and hopes to come up with 
constructive suggestions that benefit 
the UN and the global community.

On this vein, the UN Secretary Gen-
eral Antonio Guterres, recently sent a 
written message to His Royal High-
ness Prime Minster Prince Khalifa bin 
Salman Al Khalifa, hailing his global 
role in promoting peace, human rights 
and sustainable development.  

In his message, the UN head said, 
“It is encouraging to realize that the 
UN can count on the support of Your 
Royal Highness at times when we face 
many challenges and dangers”. He 
appreciated Bahrain’s strong relations 
with UN body and its agencies. 

The Premier’s name is not new at 
the UN. A host of awards conferred on 

him speaks volumes of his contribution to the world 
body. This includes the 2006 Special Citation of the 
Habitat Scroll of Honour Award for his “impressive 
efforts in lifting the living standards of all Bahrainis 
through an active focus on poverty alleviation and 
modernization while preserving the cultural herit-
age of his country. (UN reports). 

The approval of the UN General Assembly of the 
Premier’s suggestion to fix April 05 as a Day of Con-
science has received appreciation not only at the UN 
but also among the world leaders. 

The Premier has become the first Arab leader to 
suggest such a proposal that can potentially deter 
confrontation and urge people to use their God-given 
conscience to settle conflicts and avoid unnecessary 
wars that can bring about destruction and impede 
development.

Thus, from this year onward, April 05, will not be 
an ordinary day in the world. It will be celebrated 
locally and globally for the first time ever as Day 
of Conscience and the fact that it is initiated of our 
Premier makes us very proud and reflects his wise 
leadership. The Premier has fixed his name at the 
UN for generations to come.

The UN needs to fine-tune some of its projects to 
serve the world community better. The only way 
forward is to involve as many people as possible with 
various backgrounds in brainstorming programmes 
and come up with constructive and workable ideas 
and recommendations. 

The UN’s General Secretary letter shows that the 
world community is counting on the Premier’s vision 
and advice. I believe that HRH Premier’s contribution 
will prove to be the key to solving the encounters the 
world is now witnessing and possible conflicts that 
may happen in the future.

This year’s theme rightly addresses the need to 
participate the masses and if properly implemented, 
we will have a new-look UN that serves the challeng-
es the world community faces.  

YENUS S
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in Lebanon had dwindled consider-
ably. During the 2018 parliamentary 

elections, it was mainly channelled 
through its support of Hizbollah. 
In the years leading up to the occu-
pation, the FPM was dismissive of 
Syria and Mr Bassil did not bother 
with diplomatic niceties, often cit-
ing collaboration with congressman 
Eliot Engle to pass the Syria act in 
Congress in 2004. Why bother when 
Hizbollah was calling all the shots?

But times have changed. In Oc-
tober last year, Mr Bassil said he 
was willing to meet Mr Al Assad in 
Damascus. Since 2006, the FPM has 
struck a heinous alliance with Hiz-
bollah. And while a few years ago, 
the Syrian regime seems doomed to 
collapsed, it is now bolstered by Rus-

sia and controls most of the nation’s 
territory. Several Arab countries 
are vying for better ties with Mr Al 
Assad, after having lost hope in the 
capacity of Lebanon’s anti-Iranian 
block to curb Tehran’s influence.

A month ago, it seemed unlikely 
that a Sunni academic with little 
Sunni support could stand up to Mr 
Aoun and his son in law Mr Bassil, in 
favour of pro-Syrian groups. Yet this 
is exactly what Mr Diab has done. 
For once the “axis of resistance” can-
not blame the US or scapegoat Syrian 
refugees for the current impasse. 
Bickering among different factions 
within the alliance, who oppose Mr 
Diab, has stalled government for-
mation.

Russia has so far stood on the side-
lines in Lebanon, but if pressured, 
Moscow is more likely to side with 
Damascus rather than with a non-
state actor such as Hezbollah.

The US may also face a dilemma as 
it disengages from the region. Hez-
bollah is starting to face increasing 
limitations to its political ascend-
ancy in Lebanon, not only due to a 
months-long popular uprising and 
American sanctions. It also has to 
contend with the return of Syrian 
influence and rivalries between its 
allies. Syria may not be able to call 
the shots just yet, but its presence 
can no longer be ignored. 

Syria’s invisible hand in Lebanon confronts Iran’s allies
Prime Minister designate Hassan Diab appears to be standing up to Hizbollah and their allies,  

who nominated him, to the advantage of other pro-Syrian figures

Ordinary Lebanese are 
struggling to cope with 
the deep recession yet 

Hizbollah is only concerned 
with consolidating its 

power in government while 
the FPM is preoccupied 

with the issue of 
presidential succession.  


