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Bibi playing 
us for fools

Over the past few weeks a number of comments
related to the now collapsed Israeli-Palestinian
peace talks caught my attention. Collectively they

establish why the talks failed and make clear what must
change if any negotiated settlement is to be successful in
the future. To be blunt, what they reveal is that there will
be no Israeli-Palestinian peace as long as Benjamin
Netanyahu remains Prime Minister of Israel. They also
establish that by ignoring this simple fact continued US
efforts risk becoming a “fool’s errand”. 

The first comment came from an “anonymous US offi-
cial” (widely believed to be Martin Indyk) appearing in an
Israeli publication. Here is the reason the “US official” gave
for the collapse of the peace process:

The negotiations had to start with a decision to freeze
settlement construction. We thought that we couldn’t
achieve that because of the current makeup of the Israeli
government, so we gave up. We didn’t realize Netanyahu
was using the announcements of tenders for settlement
construction as a way to ensure the survival of his own
government. We didn’t realize continuing construction
allowed ministers in his government to very effectively
sabotage the success of the talks.

There are a lot of reasons for the peace effort’s failure,
but people in Israel shouldn’t ignore the bitter truth - the
primary sabotage came from the settlements. The
Palestinians don’t believe that Israel really intends to let
them found a state when, at the same time, it is building
settlements on the territory meant for that state. We’re talk-
ing about the announcement of 14,000 housing units, no
less. Only now, after talks blew up, did we learn that this is
also about expropriating land on a large scale. That does
not reconcile with the agreement.

The second comment came from Netanyahu, speaking
to a group of young members of his political party. Here’s
what he said: When I entered the Prime Minister’s Office
for my second term, I was summoned to Washington. “Not
one brick,” they told me. I was threatened specifically: “Not
one brick.” The pressure from the international community
and the Americans was enormous. I don’t think anyone in
Israel was under such pressure. And still, after five years on
the job, we built a little more than ‘one brick.’ But the
important thing is to do it in a smart way, in a quiet way,
without inflammatory statements... A leader knows to
stand up to international pressure by maneuvering... What
matters is that we continue to head straight toward our
goal, even if one time we walk right and another time
walk left.

It is difficult to fathom how anyone in the US
Administration could claim to have been surprised by
Netanyahu’s behavior. He is not the “new kid on the block”.
Netanyahu was elected in 1996 on a platform dedicated to
ending the Oslo peace process. Working with his allies in
the American neo-conservative movement who authored
his “Making a Clean Break” speech to Congress, the new
prime minister set out to play the Republican-led Congress
against Clinton in order to bury Oslo. In time, Netanyahu
succeeded in so distorting the process that he could claim
five years later how he “played the US” and won. Here is
Netanyahu, in 2001, describing how he handled America:

I know what America is. America is a thing that can be
easily moved, moved in the right direction. They will not
bother us. Let’s suppose that they will say something... so
they say it? Eighty per cent of the Americans support
us...We have such support there!  And we say... what shall
we do with this [support]? Look, the other administration
[that of Bill Clinton] was pro-Palestinian in an extreme way.
I was not afraid to maneuver there. I did not fear confronta-
tion with Clinton. I was not afraid to clash with the UN.

Why anyone would have thought upon his reelection
as Prime Minister in 2009 that Netanyahu would be a
“horse of a different color” is difficult to understand. Yes, he
claimed to endorse a “two state solution”, but with suffi-
cient enough caveats as to render his endorsement mean-
ingless. And yes, he agreed to a short-term “settlement
freeze”, but as the facts on the ground made clear, his
agreement was full of holes. 

On the one hand, Netanyahu can be seen as a maneu-
verer, but in reality, he is an ideologue, relentless in his
efforts to maintain control of what he refers to as Judea
and Samaria. He will feint to the left or right, as need be,
but the key to understanding him is to judge him by his
actions, not his words. 

— Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute.
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By David Rhode

In a foreign policy address this week, US President Barack
Obama gave his clearest outline yet of his counterterrorism
strategy. Al-Qaeda splinter groups remain the largest threat

to the United States, he said, but Washington must respond to
it in a new way: by training local security forces, not deploying
American ground troops. “We have to develop a strategy that
matches this diffuse threat - one that expands our reach with-
out sending forces that stretch our military too thin, or stir up
local resentments,” Obama said. “We need partners to fight ter-
rorists alongside us.”

But critics say America’s past efforts to train local security
forces have had mixed results. Washington has a poor track
record of applying the long-term resources, funding and atten-
tion needed to carry out such efforts successfully. In Libya,
training by US Special Forces soldiers was suspended after a
local militia stole a cache of American-provided weapons. In
Mali, American-trained military officers carried out a coup. And
in Afghanistan, the United States failed to mount a major train-
ing effort until nine years after the fall of the Taleban.

Finding the effective partners Obama described has proven
challenging as well. For years, the United States has struggled
to get Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Turkey to coordinate their sup-
port to Syria’s panoply of rebel factions. And the kidnapping of
200 Nigerian school girls in April exposed the inability of
American officials to get the Nigerian government to address
the endemic corruption that helps fuel the Al-Qaeda splinter
group Boko Haram.

Bruce Hoffman, an expert on terrorism and Georgetown
University professor, said a cardinal failing of the American
counterterrorism effort since 2001 has been its haphazard
nature. Hoffman said the United States focused its effort on
Afghanistan in 2001, shifted to Iraq in 2003, returned to
Afghanistan in 2009. Now, Obama announced a shift from
Afghanistan to Syria. “It continues our pathology,” Hoffman
said. “Our attention has shifted from one trouble spot to anoth-
er with disastrous results.”

In his address on Wednesday, Obama unveiled a $5 billion
“Counterterrorism Partnerships Fund” to train local forces in
the Middle East and Africa and voiced support for increasing
American training and assistance to “moderate” Syrian rebels.
“A strategy that involves invading every country that harbors
terrorist networks is naÔve and unsustainable,” he said.

Obama said the new fund would allow the United States to
expand training of security forces in Yemen fighting Al-Qaeda,
support a multinational force trying to stabilize Somalia, and
work with European allies training local forces in Libya and
Mali. Citing the 2012 attack on the American consulate in
Benghazi and last September’s attack on a shopping mall in
Nairobi, he said the United States faced a different type of
threat. “Today’s principal threat no longer comes from a cen-
tralized Al-Qaeda leadership,” he said. “Instead, it comes from
decentralized Al-Qaeda affiliates and extremists, many with
agendas focused in the countries where they operate.”

Peter Bergen, a terrorism expert at the New America
Foundation think tank, praised Obama’s address and approach.
In the Philippines, he said, local commandos trained by
American forces had severely weakened the Abu Sayyaf mili-
tant movement.  Over the long term, training locals was far
cheaper and more politically sustainable than deploying large
numbers of American troops, he argued. “It’s pennies on the
dollar,” he said. “It’s less than one percent of the defense budg-
et.”

Afghanistan as an Example
In his speech, Obama cited the training of “hundreds of

thousands” of Afghan soldiers and police officers as a success.
Afghan forces secured the country’s recent presidential elec-
tion, he said, and set the stage for the first peaceful transfer of
power in the country’s history later this year. But Graeme
Smith, an Afghanistan-based analyst for the International Crisis
Group, said Obama’s pullout would destabilize the country. He
said a planned cut in American and foreign military aid will
result in a rapid reduction in the size of the Afghan security
forces.

“If they quickly implement the plan to reduce Afghan
security forces from roughly 370,000 to 228,000, we will have
a serious problem in this country,” Smith said in an email. “You
can’t axe the personnel roster that dramatically without
destabilizing many districts.” At the same time, according to
Smith, Taleban attacks are rising and the broad direction of
the conflict is escalation.

Obama said a critical focus of the new training effort
would be moderate rebel groups in Syria. Reversing his past
opposition to large-scale American arming and training of
Syrian rebels, Obama said that strengthened moderate
rebel groups could serve as a counterweight to radical
Islamist  groups. Analysts say the proposed effort is too
small to have any serious impact. Noah Bonsey, the Syria
analyst for the International Crisis Group, said that moder-
ates - groups he defined as “largely non-ideological or mild-
ly Islamist” - have gained strength recently but overall
remain military weak.

“We have seen in the last few months that increases in
funding, weapons and training to certain non-ideological
rebel groups have strengthened their relative power within
the rebel spectrum,” Bonsey said in an email from Turkey.
“Thus far however, the levels of support provided - and
apparently under consideration within the US administration
- are not sufficient to meaningfully shift the balance of power
between the opposition and the regime.”

Bergen was more optimistic about Obama’s approach. He
said future presidents could increase American force levels in
Afghanistan, if needed, and aiding Syria’s rebels was a step
forward. He argued that training local forces was the only
approach that was politically acceptable to Americans and
foreigners alike. “You buy yourself influence without a large
footprint,” Bergen said. “It’s the only sensible model on all
sorts of levels.” Hoffman agreed that ground invasions were a
mistake, but he said the American counterterrorism effort
must be more consistent. Otherwise, Washington appears to
be a fickle ally to those it is asking to fight Al-Qaeda splinter
groups. — Reuters 

Obama’s doctrine: Let locals lead the fight

By Jim Kuhnhenn

This was not in the Barack Obama playbook. The resigna-
tion of Veterans Affairs Secretary Eric Shinseki on Friday
did not follow the usual arc of a crisis in the Obama

administration. Obama prefers to not get sucked into a drama
and cede in the heat of the moment. He’d rather send in fixers
and have the bloodletting occur in due course. Shinseki, how-
ever, tendered his resignation at the height of a political clam-
or for his departure and as revelations of systemic delays in
veterans’ patient care mounted daily. Shinseki left even before
the review Obama had ordered of the department’s problems
was completed.

For Obama, there was little doubt that his decision to let
Shinseki go was painful. “He is a very good man,” Obama said
of the former four-star Army general and Vietnam veteran. “I
don’t just mean he’s an accomplished man. I don’t just mean
that he’s been an outstanding soldier. He’s a good person
who’s done exemplary work on our behalf.” In this crisis, it
became clear to the White House that the solution to the prob-
lems identified in news accounts and in a damning report
from the VA’s inspector general were endemic and would take
time to turn around, let alone correct.

That’s what set it apart the spectacularly bad launch of
healthcare.gov. Kathleen Sebelius stayed on as head of the
Department of Health and Human Services until April, seven
months after that fumbling start. But that was a website prob-
lem caused by poorly designed technology. It was fixable in
the short-term and in the end sign-ups exceeded projections.
The path for Shinseki’s exit was laid a week ago when Obama
told reporters that if Shinseki “does not think he can do a good
job on this and if he thinks he has let our veterans down, then
I’m sure that he is not going to be interested in continuing to
serve.”

On Wednesday, White House chief of staff Denis
McDonough notified Obama of the scathing inspector gener-
al’s report as Obama flew back on Air Force One from West
Point, New York, where he had just delivered a foreign policy
address. The VA inspector general’s report and a preliminary
review by Shinseki himself depicted the problems as wide-
spread. The inspector general’s report offered another trou-
bling observation: The issues went back nearly a decade,
before Obama’s presidency.

That’s hardly a comfort for Obama and his beleaguered
White House. Obama served on the Senate Veterans’ Affairs

Committee that reviewed those inspector general studies. He
ran for president in 2008 with a promise to improve the deliv-
ery of benefits for veterans. His wife has made helping veter-
ans and their families a priority. Last week, Obama called the
care of veterans “one of the causes of my presidency.”

What’s more, as Obama brings more than a decade of wars
to an end, he has made a point of telling returning soldiers
that they deserve the care and benefits of a grateful nation.
Those returning servicemen and women, many with physical
or mental wounds, have put additional strains on the VA’s
health care system. The inspector general, examining the trou-
bled VA health care system in Phoenix, found that about 1,700

veterans in need of care were “at risk of being lost or forgotten”
after being kept off an official waiting list. That came after alle-
gations that as many as 40 veterans may have died while
awaiting care at the agency’s Phoenix facilities.

For a president who lists veterans as a priority, that sug-
gests a massive failure. Beyond that, the crisis draws attention
to another Obama priority - health care. It raises further doubts
about the government’s ability to deliver on the president’s
principal legislative achievement. Shinseki’s exit hardly
resolves those lingering problems. But it does let the White
House, for the moment, turn a page, manage a crisis and quiet
an election-year din. —AP

Shinseki exit breaks Obama’s crisis mold

US President Barack Obama speaks to the media at the White House following a meeting with US Veterans Affairs
Secretary Eric Shinseki on Friday in Washington, DC. — AFP 


