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Here's a trivia question: What are the only four "pieces" of land in the entire world that are not an integral part of a recognized sovereign state?


Two of them are huge: Antarctica in the South Pole and the Arctic land mass around the North Pole. The other two are relatively minute in comparison: Gaza and the West Bank! Every other centimeter on the globe is territorially accounted for by some nation-state. It is a measure of our world politics that the latter two attract far more attention than the former.


Be that as it may, Israel and the Palestinians are back at the negotiation table for the umpteenth time, thanks to yeoman's efforts by Secretary of State Kerry. But to get from here to there will take far more than "effort"; nothing less than magic or a miracle will do. I fully realize that the "can-do" American spirit (quite admirable in itself) doesn't like to hear such pessimism, but tempered realism is always preferable to starry-eyed idealism.


The problems are numerous, and well nigh insuperable. Here's a short list:

1- The PLO and Hamas are barely on speaking terms, so how can they agree to sue for peace with Israel? This is especially problematic precisely because the main reason for their rift is the very question of whether to negotiate (not to mention sue for) peace with Israel! So even if PM Netanyahu and President Abbas manage somehow to finalize an agreement, it certainly won't pertain to Gaza. In short, there is no possible "final" solution at this stage of the conflict.

2- Abbas is not a strong figure. I mean that in two ways: his personality is not forceful (one is hard pressed to think of anything "bold" that he has ever ventured); his political standing in the West Bank is weak (the term of office expired years ago with no elections in the offing). Thus, he is not exactly the type of person or in a political position to make what for the Palestinians will look like truly major concessions (e.g. non-return of the refugees to Israel proper, etc).

3- Netanyahu is equally weak but from a different standpoint. Yes, he was fairly and democratically elected, but that's precisely his problem. There are no direct elections to the prime ministership in Israel, so that he is PM as a result of the 2013 electoral "victory" of his dual party (Likud and Yisrael Beitenu). Unfortunately (for him, assuming he is serious about suing for peace), Netanyahu is currently the most "dovish" member of his party! Indeed, there are less than ten (of the 31) MKs who might support him in any final peace treaty. Not to mention that one of his coalition partners Ha'bayit Ha'Yehudi (Naftali Bennett) has made it clear that it will leave any government that gives away significant parts of the Land of Israel. In short, even with the opposition Labor Party supporting any treaty from outside the government, there is no Jewish majority in the present Knesset for such concessions -- and everyone understands that barely passing such a treaty through Arab party support is calling for civil strife, if not civil war. 


Of course, theoretically there are "workarounds" to each of these problems. Netanyahu can demand that the treaty be voted on in a national referendum, thereby circumventing his weak Knesset position. Israel could release convicted terrorist (and Palestinian folk hero) Marwan Barghouti towards the end of the negotiations, thereby lending instant legitimacy to the treaty on the Palestinian side (assuming that Barghouti agrees to accept the treaty's provisions). Hamas could collapse under the weight of its increasing unpopularity and growing Egyptian pressure (demolition of all the Sinai/Gaza tunnels). 


To which the average Israeli will respond: elohim gadol -- loosely translated as "it will take a heavenly miracle...". But then again, as Churchill opined: "better to jaw, jaw, than to war, war." True -- as long as the almost certain-to-be deflated expectations of all the jawing doesn't eventually "land" us all in future warring.
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