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Sibling rivalry bodes ill for Jordan — April 12 2021 - Financial Times

Last week’s eruption of palace intrigue in Jordan, in which King Abdullah
placed Prince Hamzah, his restless half-brother, under house arrest, is
ominous. So are signs of meddling by Saudi Arabia. What Amman says
was a plot threatening the “security and stability” of the country, and
the king calls sedition, has been contained, for now. If the Saudis were
indeed involved in this affair — and the Jordanian government is
convinced they were — both sides seem resolved to paper it over. But
the future of Jordan, the west’s oldest and most steadfast Arab ally, is
under a cloud. Often described as a haven of stability in a region of
endemic turmoil, Jordan is sandwiched between the Levant and the
Gulf, with Syria to its north, Saudi Arabia to its south, and flanked by the
cauldrons of Israel/Palestine and Irag. As the late King Hussein showed,
its rulers need not just good luck and shrewd judgment, but to tack with
regional winds that episodically howl! through Jordan. King Abdullah was
a surprise choice to succeed Hussein in 1999, selected mainly because
he was the blooded commander of the elite special forces, the
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intersection of the army and intelligence services that underpin the
Hashemite monarchy. The young Prince Hamzah, eldest son of King
Hussein and his fourth wife Queen Noor, was named crown prince, but
displaced as heir apparent in 2004 by Prince Hussein, first son of
Abdullah. Thus began a saga of thwarted ambition and sibling rivalry.
Prince Hamzah, who looks, speaks and dresses like his father, is popular.
Although powerless, he has cultivated the native Jordanian tribes. These
East Bank tribes, rather than the Palestinian majority of West Bank
origin, are the bedrock of the regime. But they regularly stage uprisings;
and the financially squeezed army is really tribesmen in uniform. King
Abdullah lacks his father’s regal populism or paternalist charm. More
importantly, Jordan, a proud country often reliant on handouts, can no
longer afford the social contract whereby East Bankers are guaranteed
state jobs in the military and civil service while Palestinians run a weak
private sector. Prince Hamzah last week railed on video about “the
corruption and. .. incompetence” of “the last 15 to 20 years”. These
charges resonate, particularly in the loyalist south. King Abdullah and
Jordan’s pivotal role in regional diplomacy were, furthermore,
undermined by ex-president Donald Trump and his close allies in Israel,
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, and Saudi Arabia’s Crown

Prince Mohammed bin Salman. Trump’s promotion of the Israeli right’s
wish list, including recognising Jerusalem as the capital and assent to
Israel annexing Jewish settlements in the occupied West

Bank, destabilised Jordan by raising the spectre of a new wave of
Palestinian refugees. As Israeli ties with the Gulf strengthen, Jordanians
sense the House of Saud wants to take oversight of Jerusalem’s Islamic
sites from the Hashemites — from whom Crown Prince Mohammed’s
grandfather took the holy cities of Mecca and Medina in 1925 — as the
price of detente with Israel. King Abdullah was the first Arab leader
called by then president-elect Joe Biden, who put off talking to
Netanyahu for months and refuses to deal with Crown Prince
Mohammed. Biden and US allies should make clear that dabbling with
Jordan’s stability is a red line. But the king now has a platform of
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grievances laid out by Prince Hamzah, echoing the complaints of the
East Bank tribes but which reflect the malaise of Jordan. He would be
wise to address them.

¢ Into the hornet’s nest - March 6th 2021 — The Economist

Joe biden has made no secret of his frustration with Saudi Arabia. A “pariah” with
“very little social redeeming value”, he called its government in 2019. One of his
first acts as president was to end American support for the Saudi-led war in
Yemen. Last week he released an intelligence report that blamed the kingdom’s
crown prince, Muhammad bin Salman, for the murder of a journalist in 2018. But
at that point Mr Biden’s ideals collided with America’s national interest. The
prince may be a brute, but he is also in charge of an important American ally. In
the end Mr Biden decided that the cost of punishing him would have been too
high.

This is all part of a larger cost-benefit analysis taking place in the White House. Mr
Biden has signalled that he wants to make the Middle East less of a priority. He
has good reason to pull back. America has thousands of soldiers spread across
Arab countries, yet its interventions have produced dismal results. Many
Americans argue that their country should instead focus on countering China’s
growing global influence. The question facing the Biden administration is how to
lighten America’s burden in the Middle East while still protecting its vital interests
there. That will not be easy.

It helps that those interests are not what they were. For decades America focused
on the flow of Gulf oil and the survival of Israel. Last year America was a net
exporter of both oil and natural gas. And Israel, the best-armed country in the
region, now has formal ties with many of its Arab neighbours.
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Yet vital interests remain. Terrorist groups that find havens in Iraq, Syria or Yemen
may end up striking the West. If the government in Iran seeks a bomb it risks
setting off an arms race that would blow apart the global non-proliferation regime
and permanently put the Middle East on a nuclear knife-edge.

In the past America has sought to impose magical solutions. George W. Bush
attempted to decree a democracy in Iraq. Donald Trump wielded sanctions to
force capitulation or a change in regime in Iran. As these approaches failed,
American policy swung between interest and apathy, and war and retreat.

Mr Biden should instead try to bring stability by getting the region to take
responsibility for itself and discouraging leaders from being so dependent on
armed force. America’s big arms sales to the region’s despots are a source of
trouble. And they do little to help the region’s people, who suffer from poor
government and abusive regimes, which in turn foster extremism. rand, a think-
tank, recently noted that America spends roughly as much on Egypt’s armed
forces as it does on aid to the entire region. Mr Biden should cancel the blank
cheque for mischief-making and repression.

The second leg to this strategy is to enhance the Middle East’s capacity for
diplomacy. The deals known as the Abraham Accords, which the Trump
administration helped broker between Israel and several Arab states, are a
tentative start towards upgrading the region’s diplomatic machinery. Mr Biden
should encourage more such talking. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates
were shocked when Mr Trump failed to come to their defence after attacks by
Iran and its proxies. Iran is suffering under American sanctions. Their anxiety gives
Mr Biden leverage in asserting that lowering tensions is in everyone’s interest.

Encouraging diplomacy does not mean withdrawing all American troops. They
have helped suppress Islamic State and al-Qaeda, which are still active. And soft
power tends to be more effective when hard power lurks in the background. For
example, the air strike on an Iranian-backed militia in Syria last month was
retaliation for an attack on Americans in Irag—and a signal to the government in
Tehran that Mr Biden would not roll over in negotiations to revive the Iran
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nuclear deal. Talking is not easy but, if America wants to focus less on a troubled
part of the world, it is the only way ahead. m

e Why Biden Must Watch This Palestinian Movie - 27th April 2021 — New
York Times

Mr. Brennan was the director of the C.I.A. from 2013 to 2017.

On a recent evening | watched “The Present,” a short film by Farah Nabulsi, a
Palestinian filmmaker, which was nominated for an Academy Award for live-
action short film. (The winner in the category was “Two Distant Strangers.”) Ms.
Nabulsi’s 25-minute film is a powerful, heartbreaking account of the travails of
Yusuf, a Palestinian man, and Yasmine, his young daughter, as they traverse an
Israeli military checkpoint in the West Bank twice in a single day.

“The Present” establishes its context quickly, opening with images of Palestinian
men making their way through a narrow passageway at one of the numerous
checkpoints that dot the Israeli-occupied West Bank. Palestinians going to work,
visiting family or shopping on the opposite side of a security barrier have to bear
this humiliating procedure every day.

Yusuf sets out with Yasmine to buy an anniversary gift for his wife. He is held in a
chain-link holding pen. The ostensible reason is that the Israeli guards want to
search him and his possessions more thoroughly. Yasmine sits nearby, watching
and waiting in silence.

The scene brought back memories of my first visit to the West Bank in 1975, when
| crossed the Jordan River and arrived at an Israeli security post. As a student at
the American University in Cairo, | was excited about visiting Jerusalem and
spending Christmas Eve in Bethlehem. | joined a relatively short line, which

moved at a steady and efficient pace.

A few feet away, | could see men, women and children in a much longer line fully
enclosed by steel mesh fencing labeled “Palestinians and Arabs.” | saw several
subjected to discourtesy and aggressive searches by Israeli soldiers.
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While | was distressed by what | saw, | knew that Israel had legitimate security
concerns in the aftermath of the 1967 and 1973 wars, worries that had been
heightened by attacks on Israeli and Jewish targets by Palestinian terrorist
organizations.

Half a century has passed, and the political and security landscape of the Middle
East has profoundly changed.

Israel has signed peace treaties with Egypt and Jordan. The Abraham Accords,
brokered by the United States last year, have paved the way for four more Arab
states — the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, Sudan and Morocco — to establish
diplomatic relations with Israel. Hopefully, more Arab leaders will follow suit as
there is no reason and little geostrategic sense in continuing to deny the reality
and permanence of the state of Israel. (Unfortunately, the accords did nothing for
the Palestinians except to obtain a suspension of Israeli plans to illegally annex
the West Bank.)

There also has been significant progress in reducing violence carried out by
Palestinians inside and outside the occupied territories. The exception is Hamas,
which continues to launch rocket attacks into Israel from the Gaza Strip.

In the West Bank, Palestinian security and intelligence services have worked
closely with their Israeli, Arab and Western counterparts to disrupt extremist
networks and prevent attacks. These Palestinian agencies have demonstrated an
impressive degree of professionalism over the past two decades.

Despite sharply reduced tensions between Israel and the Arab world, the
Palestinian people themselves have seen no appreciable progress in their quest to
live in their own sovereign state. Political fissures and the ineffective political
leadership of the Palestinian Authority have contributed to stymying ambitions
for Palestinian nationhood.

But that could change. Legislative elections in May and presidential elections in
July in the West Bank and Gaza offer Palestinians an opportunity to elect
representatives capable of conducting a more effectual political dialogue within
the Palestinian homeland and beyond. Palestinian candidates who do not bear
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the sclerotic reputations of political incumbents, if elected, would help soften the
deep-rooted cynicism that many Israeli officials display toward Palestinian
negotiators.

The major hurdle will be to reverse the trend of diminished interest that the
Israeli government has shown in pursuing a two-state solution. Israel’s prime
minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, has spearheaded relentless expansion of
settlements in the West Bank. That expansion has brought along more concrete
walls, security barriers and control points, further reducing the spaces where
Palestinians can live, graze their flocks, tend their olive groves and vegetable
gardens without being challenged by their occupiers.

Unfortunately, during the Trump years, the United States ignored Palestinian
interests and aspirations. Mr. Trump moved the American Embassy in Israel to
Jerusalem, rejecting the position of all previous U.S. administrations that it would
endanger final status negotiations on that contested city. He senselessly severed
funding to the Palestinian Authority and ended our contributions to the United
Nations for Palestinian refugee assistance.

In a welcome change, the Biden administration has authorized the release of $235
million for humanitarian, economic and development programs supporting
Palestinians in the West Bank, Gaza and elsewhere in the region.

The concluding scene of “The Present” shows Yusuf, tired and hobbled with back
pain, increasingly angry and on the verge of violence as he attempts to return
home with the anniversary gift. His chilling, emotional outburst made me think of
the frustration felt by every Palestinian who has to live with the stifling security
measures and political oppression attendant to Israel’s military occupation.

It was his little daughter, Yasmine, though, who gave me most pause and concern.
She watched her father’s patience, dignity and humanity steadily erode.

| can only imagine the imprint such experiences have on the young girls and boys
who live in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. They grow up traumatized by injustice,
discrimination and violence. They live with the feeling that their existence is
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controlled by people who don’t care about their welfare, their safety or their
future.

The Biden administration is dealing with a dizzying array of domestic and
international problems but the Palestinian quest for statehood deserves the early
engagement of his national security team. The United States needs to tell Israeli
leaders to cease provocative settlement construction and the sort of oppressive
security practices depicted in “The Present.”

A clear signal from President Biden that he expects and is ready to facilitate
serious Israeli-Palestinian discussions on a two-state solution would be of great
political significance.

John Brennan is a former director of the Central Intelligence Agency.
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