














U.S. Policy Sends Contradictory Signals to Mideast

The Carter administration reversal on the
March 1 United Nations Security Council
resolution condemning Israeli settlements
raises a number of important questions
about current U.S. policy and U.S.-Israeli
relations, questions that can shed some light
on the U.S. position as the autonomy
negotiations limp to their May 26 deadline.

The proposed Security Council
resolution gained momentum in the wake of
an Israeli announcement on February 10
that Jewish settlers would be permitted to
move into the Palestinian town of Hebron
on the occupied West Bank (later followed
by the decision to establish two Jewish
schools). This announcement clearly
angered the Carter administration, which
fears that Israeli intransigence and
expansion will sabotage the Camp David
agreements, still the cornerstone of Carter
policiy in the region. While U.S. policy has
long publicly stated that Israeli settlements
in the occupied territories are “illegal” and
an “obstacle to peace,” no U.S.
administration has been willing to exert
even a minimum of pressure on Israel to halt
an ever-escalating settlement program.

The yes vote by U.S. Ambassador
Donald McHenry on the resolution, which
called Israeli settlement policy in the
occupied territories including Jerusalem, a
“flagrant violation of the Fourth Geneva
Convention,” and called for the dismantling
of existing settlements, was similar to other
resolutions voted for by the U.S. in the
General Assembly and was a reflection of
growing U.S. frustration with the Begin
government. In addition, the U.S. vote was
part of an attempt to improve relations witht
the Arab countries, who have shown
reluctance to accede to the Carter Doctrine
of increased U.S. military presence in the
oil-rich, strategic Persian Gulf.

“Faulty Communications”?

After a predictable storm of protest from
Israel and the pro-Israel lobby, Carter
hastily retracted the U.S. vote in a March 3
statement, blaming the vote on “faulty
communications,” an explanation met with
disbelief by all parties. Such a resolution
would logically be subject to the closest
scrutiny by the Carter administration.

What then lay behind the Carter flipflop?
The spectacle of the “tail wagging the
dog”—of the powerful U.S. being dictated
to by a client almost totally dependent on
it—has further alienated the Arab world,
while not placating the Israelis and the
pro-Israel lobby. Indeed, Israel is moving
ahead with its settlement program at an
even more rapid pace (see article in this
issue: Hebron: City Under Siege).

Domestic electoral considerations were
paramount in Carter’s vyielding to
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highpowered and hard-line Israeli pressure.
With the Florida primary immediately in the
offing, and a substantial bloc of Jewish
voters involved, Carter could not afford the
full heat of the pro-Israel lobby. In the longer
range, Carter, like all U.S. presidential
candidates, sees the “Jewish vote” as a bloc
that can be delivered by the lobby, a
consortium of well-financed and organized
Zionist groups.

This lobby purports to speak for all
Jewish voters, an important constituency
for any candidate. According to a recent
study by Stephen Issacs, Jews and
American Politics, Jews “normally donate
more than half the large gifts of national
Democratic compaigns” and ‘“comprise
between 10 and 20 percent of all those
actively involved in the Democratic side of
American politics today.”

However, the lobby’s hold over Jewish
communities may well be overestimated.
Even Zionist organizations, like the
American Jewish Committee headed by
Rabbi Arthur Hertzberg, have expressed
certain dissatisfactions with Begin’s
settlement drive: according to the Jewish
Telegraphic Agency of February 15, the
AJC informed Begin that its organization
“will not defend” the decision to settle in
Hebron. More significantly, a September
1979 Los Angeles Times poll showed 44% of
all Jewish respondents favoring U.S.
negotiations with the PLO. Carter,
however, clearly prefers courting the
pro-Israel lobby to seeking out oppositional
elements in the Jewish communities.

In this attitude, he is enthusiastically
joined by the U.S. Congress which has
already “rewarded” Israel for its display of
anger at U.S. policy. On top of the
supplemental aid promised to Israel under

the so-called “peace package” of 1979 and
the 1.785 billion given Israel under the
FY1981 budget, the House Foreign Affairs
Committee included not only the additional
200 million pledged by Carter in December
1979, but another 200 million in military
credits.

Carter's Policy: Pattems of Deceit

The scramble for votes, however, is not
the only factor in the Carter flipflop. A
distinct pattern has emerged in the three
and one-half years of the Carter
administration. For example, Carter’s 1977
statements that he favored a “Palestinian
homeland” were replaced by affirmation
that a Palestinian state would be a
“destabilizing factor:” the joint U.S.-Soviet
communique of October 1, 1977 that
recognized the “legitimate rights of the
Palestinian people,” was hastily rescinded
six days later by an “Israeli-American
working paper.”

This pattern of sending contradictory
signals is only partly a result of the Israeli
pressure that accompanies any deviation in
total support for the Zionist state. The
“proArab” statements are clearly designed
to placate key Arab regimes, and possibly to
confuse and divide Palestinians, without
changing U.S. support for Israel, its key
military ally in the region. Especially since
the fall of the Shah of Iran, the U.S. has
focused its Mideast policy on the creation fo
a new military alliance, with Egypt and Israel
as its pillars.

A February 27 report in Md’ariv, an
influential Israeli daily quoted a BBC
correspondent as claiming that the British
iniative to modify U.N. resolution 242 was
“conceived in the office of U.S. Secretary of
State Vance.” According to this





















