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What is it about September and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict?

 

Maybe because the Middle East's vicious summer heat finally dissipates at this time of year, but the month is rife with anniversaries, good and bad.

 

In September 1967 the Arab League declared there would be ‘no peace, no recognition and no negotiations with Israel.’  In September 1972, Palestinian terrorists killed 11 Israeli Olympians.  The group responsible, “Black September,” was so named because Jordan’s King Hussein massacred about 8,000 Palestinians in September 1970.

 

Both the Oslo accords were signed in September (1993 and 1995).  The second intifada began in September 2000 and Israel completed its disengagement from Gaza in September five years later.

 

And in September this year, Jews around the world will be marking another anniversary, the 5768th Yom Kippur.

 

The time leading up to Yom Kippur is aptly dubbed the Days of Awe.  Rosh Hashanah, the beginning of the religious year, falls ten days before Yom Kippur, well known as being the Jewish year's holiest day.

 

Observant Jews scrutinise the year just finished, to repent for wrongdoing and search their souls in an attempt to make themselves better representatives of the Jewish people throughout the new year.

 

The introspection that is part and parcel of not only the Days of Awe but also religious Jewish life has manifested itself in the conduct of the mostly secular Jewish state.

 

The democratic debate in Israel’s media, cafes and buses is vicious compared with that of Australia.  The use of armed force, for instance, is critiqued - and often criticised - by everyone, who rightly think it’s their right to have an opinion.
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This introspection isn't felt any more keenly than during the collective memories of the other national trauma remembered at this time of year.

 

Secular Israelis, while mindful of the holiday's origins, tend to focus more on the dramatic effects of Yom Kippur 34 years ago, when the armies of Egypt and Syria launched a surprise attack on Israel's holiest day.
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After the confusion of the first few days, when defensive line after defensive line was broken by the Arabs; after thousands of Israeli soldiers were killed; and after Golda Meir allegedly told America 
that Israel was so desperate it would resort to a nuclear strike 
against its enemies if it wasn't resupplied, Israel eventually scored 
an impressive victory against it enemies.

 

The fallout from the war is still being felt.  Egypt made peace with Israel, in the process leaving the Soviet circle of influence and entering the American camp.  The Palestinians realised that the Arab states, which had promised so much, had given up hope of destroying Israel.  Thus, the Palestinians took the task upon themselves; they launched a campaign of regional and international terrorism that still hasn't stopped.

 

In Israel, the failure by the establishment to predict both the war and the way it would be fought cost numerous careers in the military and intelligence communities - and brought down the government.
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   The Six Day War, won so brilliantly in 1967, had
   mostly been a victory for tank warfare.  Because of
   that, in the intervening years, Israel had invested
   heavily in armour.  The Arab states, mindful of this, 
   had invested heavily in anti-tank ground-to-ground
   missiles.
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   It was a smart move, and the majority of Israeli 
   casualties in the 1973 war were from the armoured 
   corps.  The testament to this loss can be seen at 
   Israel's monument to its armoured corps at Latrun, 
   just outside Jerusalem.  A wall [left], which lists
   Israel's fallen tank warriors, is disproportionately 
                                                                                 heavy with names from 1973.
                                                                                 
                                                                                 The tragedy of it all is that not all of the lessons from that war were internalised.  After 1973, Israel developed the Merkava, considered by many the best tank in the world.  The problem is, it hadn't been properly tested.  The Yom Kippur War was the last state-level Arab-Israeli war.  Skirmishes in Lebanon and patrolling Palestinian cities isn't what the Merkava was designed for, although even these activities revealed a couple of weaknesses in the tank's defences.

 

Many Palestinians celebrate as a decisive victory the improvised land mine that ripped through a Merkava's hull in April 2003, killing all inside.

 

When Merkavas entered Lebanon en masse last year, Hezbollah was prepared.  Its fighters were armed with some of the most sophisticated anti-tank, shoulder-launched missiles in the world - helpfully supplied by Iran.

 

Few doubt there will be another round with Hezbollah in the future - perhaps as soon as the next northern summer.  That fighting, some predict, might include Syrian participation, based on the scary build up of Syrian troops and rockets along the Israel-Syria frontier.

 

The question facing Israel, then, is not so much whether it will have 
learnt the lessons of the past war, but whether it has sufficiently considered what further evolutions in fighting technique Hezbollah and its Syrian and Iranian patrons have undergone.

 

Back to the present September, US President George Bush has announced he wants to hold a swanky regional peace conference in the next few weeks.

 

I’m all for peace conferences, but I find they tend to be more productive if pursued with a pinch of pragmatism.

Peace doesn’t come when we hold hands and think happy thoughts.  Peace comes when relevant governments enforce the law, keep the obligations they’ve signed, and stop terrorists from killing civilians.

 

Israel jails those who incite violence against others, as should every civilised country.

 

And while there are people in the Palestinian Authority who want to live side-by-side with Israel, they aren’t the ones with the guns.  The people with the guns don’t want peace with Israel.  They want war.

 

   And we aren’t just talking about Hamas in Gaza.
   The West Bank is awash with Fatah-affiliated 
   terrorist groups, like al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigades,
   who openly ignore all directives to stop attacking
   Israelis.

   Which means Palestinian President Mahmoud
   Abbas and Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert 
   [left] can sign as many peace deals as they like, 
   but as long as Abbas doesn’t have the ability to 
   implement what he agrees to, then the deals will
   be worthless.

 

Apart from ending incitement in its schools and media (which they didn’t do), about the only obligation the Palestinians have had in the 14 years since September ’93 was to stop Palestinian terrorists killing Israelis.  In this endeavour they barely tried.

 

Despite this, the world keeps on inviting Palestinians back to the conference table, keeps on giving them aid (without demanding transparency) and keeps on insisting Israel gives the Palestinian Authority security control over various areas – only to see, without exception, terrorist activity in those areas increase.

 

Here’s a revolutionary idea; don’t reward Palestinians for bad behaviour.  Rather, wait for the Palestinians to start implementing what they’ve already agreed to, and then shower them with rewards.

 

If you reward bad behaviour, you’ll get more of it.  If the coming peace conference gives the Palestinians yet more concessions but doesn’t demand they live up to their obligations, peace won’t be the outcome; it will be the victim.
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Moshe Dayan (left) and Ariel Sharon during the 1973� Yom Kippur War
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Wall of Names Memorial at� Yad La'Shiryon, Latrun
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Israeli soldiers keep watch over the Israel-Syria border
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