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The President of The Hebrew University, Honorable Simone Veil, Honorable Senator Mitchell, Ambassador Brown, Rector Rabinowitch, distinguished guests.  The most important issue that was not mentioned here is that 30 years ago exactly in June 1978 I was elected to be the President of the Hebrew University Student Union, causing a lot of tzorres to the university for several years, spending my time fighting with the management but I promised the President that I’m going to behave myself today and I’m going to keep my promise.

I would like to thank the hosts of this event, the Hebrew University and the Truman Institute.  Thank you.

Since its establishment the State of Israel has been in a unique geo-strategic situation.  It is a small country both in area and population and is topographically inferior to its neighbors.  It is also surrounded by a large Arab majority that has never accepted its existence.  Despite this, from the start, Israel’s overall strategy has been defensive in nature while showing clear determination to repel security threats and to defend its existence.  Even at the cost of war Israel has never defined offensive targets.  

The peace agreements with Egypt and later with Jordan came into being after those countries had begun to appreciate Israel’s strength and determination.  The agreements followed the recognition that the benefit of coming to terms with Israel’s existence is greater than the damage that would resolve from continuing the confrontation.  Egypt, the largest and strongest of Israel’s enemies had participated in all wars against Israel from the War of Independence to the Yom Kippur War.  The historic decision in November 1977 by the President of Egypt Anwar Sadat to take a new path to reconciliation with Israel met with goodwill on the Israeli side and the willingness to accept compromise.  Despite the many concerns, political difficulties and strong protests within the Israeli society, I was one of the protesters then, a Peace Agreement was signed with Egypt and then implemented.  For 30 years now the political relations between Israel and Egypt have withstood even those difficult periods when Israel has had to continue fighting against enemies that maintain close relations with Egypt and that are a part of the Arab nation.  A major example of this is the ongoing conflict with Hamas in the Gaza Strip next door to Egypt. 

The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan that for years carried out an armed struggle against Israel by various means has, for 15 years now, maintained peaceful and neighborly relations with Israel and has cooperated with Israel in various fields.  Unfortunately despite these agreements sometimes difficulties arise that we would not expect to experience in a climate of peaceful relations.  A conspicuous example is the ongoing flow of weapons and ammunition from Egypt into the Gaza Strip straight into the arms of Hamas.  Parallel to the smuggling of armaments there is also free movement by hundreds of terrorists who leave Gaza via Egypt and travel to countries such as Iran where they receive military training and then return by the same route.  Israel is very serious in its expectations regarding Egypt’s responsibility to significantly increase its efforts to close up the wide open border between Egypt and the Gaza Strip.  Egypt’s ineffectiveness in shutting down this oxygen supply line for the Gaza terrorists is leading to escalation, not only in Gaza but throughout the whole region.  

We should not, however, allow these very real problems to divert our attention from the positive outcomes.  Beyond the direct advantages in regard to defense the peace agreements with Egypt and with Jordan have had a moderating influence on the Israeli public and on sections of the Jordanian and Egyptian publics.  On both sides the new generation is made up of young people who know wars only from the pages of their history books while they experience the very real fruits of peace and of normal life in their daily life.  Economic and commercial ties, ties of tourism, culture and academic cooperation are developing between the countries.  One of the most prominent examples of this is of course the agreement signed between Israel and Egypt for the supply to Israel of Egyptian natural gas.  This agreement was implemented only last month.  

The valuable activities of the Truman Institute, including interdisciplinary academic research, regional cooperation and the holding of conferences and workshops that are open to the wider public all reflect Israel’s peaceful relations while also helping expand them into new channels.

True there is a long way to go before we achieve a full and multidimensional relationship with our enemies of yesterday.  However, we can draw encouragement from the change that has come about with two important Arab countries within a few short decades, just a blink of an eye, in historic terms.  The fact that these two nations that had fought against us for generations succeeded in maintaining the contractual agreements they signed with Israel raises our hopes that a deeper change has indeed taken place in the neighboring Arab countries.

In contrast our experiences with the Palestinians have, for many among us, served to increase the doubts and suspicions regarding the peace process with the Palestinian Authority that has developed since the signing of the Oslo Agreements in 1993.  Those agreements were accompanied by a wave of bloody terrorism carried out by Palestinians groups who oppose the path of reconciliation and regard peace as a threat.  In Israel support for the peace process that was initially strong both in the Parliament and in the public gradually eroded as it became clear that the Palestinian leadership headed by Arafat was ignoring its commitment to confront and disarm the terrorist organizations.  In the Spring of 2000 Prime Minister Ehud Barak led a far reaching attempt to settle the Israel Palestinian conflict once and for all, however his generous proposals at the Camp David summit met with Palestinian refusal and following this Israel experienced 4 years of horrifying suicide bombings.  

The death of Yasser Arafat and Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s initiative to implement the unilateral withdrawal from the Gaza Strip brought new hope for the creation of a climate of trust between Israelis and Palestinians.  This time too unfortunately we were met with serious disappointment.  The total evacuation of all Israeli presence in the Gaza Strip was followed by a victory for Hamas in the elections for the parliament held at the beginning of 2006, then a year ago Hamas took over the whole of the Gaza Strip by force.  Since the withdrawal thousands of rockets and artillery shells have been shot from Gaza into sovereign Israeli territory.  An Israeli soldier was abducted from inside Israel, Gilad Schalit and many civilians and soldiers have been killed or wounded in an endless series of terrorist attacks.  It is not surprising therefore, that public opinion polls held in Israel show clear reflections of the harsh and frustrating results of the political process with the Palestinians and indicates strong reservations regarding continuing concessions to the Palestinians.  

Despite this last December the political process was restarted following the Annapolis meeting under the sponsorship of the United States.  Since that meeting there have been regular meetings between the Israeli and the Palestinian negotiating teams in an attempt to create a basis for the advancement of the political process.  Whatever the outcome of this process we cannot ignore the large gap between the intentions and perhaps even desires of moderate leaders such as Mahmoud Abbas and Salam Fayad and the limited influence on the opinions and actual behavior of large sections of the Palestinian public, but we don’t intend to stop and we are going to hold meetings and try to reach an agreement during the end of this year 2008.

In July 2006 the second Lebanon War broke out after the Hezbollah attacked within Israeli territory, kidnapping two IDF soldiers and killing eight.  Beyond the military aspect of the conflict between the IDF and the Hezbollah about which so much has been written and so much has been said, since the end of the war there is also an important political aspect which the media and commentators have paid little attention to.  During this war Israel gained widespread international recognition for the justification of its actions as we saw, for example, during the meeting of the GA countries in St. Petersburg at the beginning of that war.  Furthermore, the war also led to a clear understanding of the broader political context of the Israeli Arab conflict at this current time.  I refer specifically to the realization of the extensive and intense involvement of Iran as a cause of instability in the Middle East and throughout the world that has led to the consolidation of a bloc of countries that oppose Iran.  These include the Sunni Muslim countries that display a more pragmatic approach to Israel including Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and others.  These countries feel threatened by the rising dominance of the radical Shiite ideology promoted by Iran through her agents principally Hezbollah and Hamas.  

For the first time in the history of the Arab Israeli conflict major Arab countries hoped that Israel would have the upper hand in a military conflict with a radical Moslem opponent.  The peace initiatives by Saudi Arabia and the Arab League first proposed in March 2002 were ratified and proposed again after the Second Lebanon War.  It may be that these initiatives reflect that change in the mood of part of the Arab world that I described earlier.  As we know following the Six Day War when the IDF gained a decisive victory against the Arab armies the Arab leaders held a meeting in Khartoum where they declared what became known as the three no’s, no recognition of Israel, no negotiation with Israel and no peace with Israel.  However, following the Second Lebanon War which from Israel’s point of view ended with the sense that we had seriously missed the target, the Arab countries as a collective abandoned this principal of total negation of Israel.  

Of course not all the conditions of the Saudi initiative are legitimate or acceptable from Israel’s point of view but the willingness of those Arab States to express even a conditional recognition of Israel is a positive development in the Arab world.  As opposed to these developments there are those in the region who drew quite different conclusions from the Second Lebanon War. Although Syria did not directly participate in that war its massive support for Hezbollah placed it, to some extent, on the same front with Iran and Hezbollah.  After the war there was an increase in the militant anti-Israel voices heard in Syria.  The Syrian President, even though he was careful to continue emphasizing from time to time messages about Syria’s ambitions for peace with Israel, made frequent threats about the use of Syria’s military power, he reinforced his cooperation with Iran and Hezbollah and he continued to provide a refuge for the leaders of the terrorist organizations operating from the Syrian capital against Israel.  Today we can see that despite the aggressive rhetoric that has characterized a number of Syrian speakers since the war the events of the two years that have passed since them have reminded them of Israel’s power and its capability.  Let us hope that it will now be possible to reduce the tension on the northern border as we test the possibility of a political process in this arena.

A constant thread that links most of the developments I have already mentioned is Iran.  Iran has caused an increase in the tensions and in the polarization within the Arab and Moslem world.  Iran is determined to achieve military nuclear capacity and long range surface to surface missiles, provides arms and rigorous military training for Hezbollah and Hamas and hampers all attempts to achieve quiet on the northern front and in the Gaza Strip.  In addition Iran which is able to draw on the resources of the oil rich land it controls makes every effort to disseminate its poisonous and fanatical ideology and to achieve military strength in various fields at various levels through her ever stronger alliances.  With her radical allies Iran presents a major threat to Israel, the Middle East and global stability in general.  All the forces and developments I have described are linked as I have already pointed out.  The outcomes of the Second Lebanon War have consequences for the polarization within the Arab world.  Just as the ongoing terrorism from the Gaza Strip has an effect on the political process with pragmatic leaders in Palestinian society, at the same time a breakthrough in one of these arenas could have a positive effect on developments in others.  Israel’s peaceful relations with some of her neighbors provide a positive stabilizing force in the balance of power in our region today.  It is clearly in Israel’s interest to maintain and expand her peaceful relations with her neighbors.  Currently Iran not only plays a destabilizing role in the global arena, it also places obstacles in the path of the historic reconciliation between Israel and her neighbors. Since Iran, as we have said, is determined to achieve a status of regional leadership through intensive involvements in all regional developments there is vital importance for the broad based international cooperation that might cut her down to size.  Political pressure, as well as diplomatic and economic sanctions cause harm to Iran and show her the price she will pay if she continues to hold fast to her present policies.  However not enough has been done yet.  It is important to increase and intensify the international pressure and sanctions against Iran.  This is a necessary precondition for the achievement of a political breakthrough or even of a period of quiet on any of the fronts now threatening Israel.  

Here then is the key to the political processes to advance peace in the Middle East.  What we now need is a coordinated effort by the international community to implement an effective, determined and uncompromising policy to restrain the dangerous actions of the regime of the Ayatollahs in Iran.

Thank you.

