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INTRODUCTION

The preparations for the visit to Israel by a working group from the Delegation for relations
with Israel took place in what was a rather ill-tempered political climate.

Following uprisings and the first elections in a number of years in some countries in the
region, the Arab Spring, as it became known, was a source of major concern for Israel. The
events in Egypt were particularly worrying and it was critical that the Peace Treaty between
the two neighbouring countries was maintained in order to safeguard border security. At the
same time, the nuclear threat posed by Iran and the increasing instability in Syria, as well as
the links between them, were weighing heavily on Israel.

Despite Jordan's best efforts as the host of preliminary talks, the peace process was making no
headway either. Both sides blamed the talks' failure on the preconditions set by the other
party. Those preconditions ranged from an immediate halt on the building of new settlements
to recognition of the Jewish State of Israel.

Israel also had to contend with the active efforts of the Palestinians to have Palestine
recognised as an official Member State of the United Nations. Although UNESCO voted to
recognise Palestine, the issue did not make it to the table of the Security Council.

Israel also had to deal with controversy surrounding the legality of new settlements and the
hunger strikes carried out by increasing numbers of Palestinian prisoners.

More generally, the Israeli authorities were increasingly suspicious of the positions adopted
by the European Union towards Israel, and the European Parliament had again refused to give
the consent needed to ratify the ACAA Agreement (on Conformity Assessment and
Acceptance of Industrial Products).

The working group comprised Bastiann Belder (Delegation Chair), Sari Essayah (EPP, FI),
Ivo Vajgl (ALDE, SLO), Jan Philipp Albrecht (Greens/EFA, DE) and Hynek Fajmon (ECR,
CZ) and had arranged to visit Jerusalem, Tel Aviv and an area towards Israel's northern
border. The programme for the visit, which took place from 30 April to 4 May 2012, included
political meetings, foreign policy discussions and thematic visits.

The visit was organised as a follow-up to the meeting held in Brussels on 23 November 2011.

This report is divided into four parts, focussing on: meetings held exclusively with other
representatives of the European Union; exchanges of views with members of the Knesset; the
Arab Spring and the regional situation; and some thematic visits.

I - THE EU's POSITION: BRIEFING AND DEBRIEFING

The working group had two opportunities during its visit to exchange views on EU positions
towards Israel. The first meeting was with the EU Ambassador to Israel, and the second was
with representatives of the European External Action Service (EEAS) following an EU-Israel
Association Committee meeting.
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a) The state of play: Israel in spring 2012

Andrew Standley, the Head of the EU Delegation to Israel, updated the working group.

At national level: Israel's political parties had chosen either to back or replace their current
leaders. Mr Netanyahu had the support of most of Likud, Labour had a new leader and there
was major change in the Kadima Party following the victory of Shaul Mofaz over Tzipi Livni.

At the international level: Israel needed to stand firm and act with credibility as regards Iran
and its nuclear capacity. There was also further cause for concern in areas along Israel's
border with Egypt, owing to attacks in the Sinai region and problems linked to efforts to
encourage Bedouin to leave their villages in the desert and live in more urban areas. Problems
concerning Egyptian gas supplies to Israel were also ongoing, and the country believed that
all efforts needed to be made to weaken Syria.

In addition, the peace process was stagnating as preconditions set by both sides were
preventing negotiations from continuing. Repeated warnings from the EU were also irritating
Israel; reports by EU Heads of Mission on East Jerusalem, Area C and Arab Israelis
reinforced the feeling of incomprehension. That, in turn, led the European Parliament to
continue blocking the ACAA Agreement.

b) The EU-Israel Association Committee: a standard meeting

One of the biannual meetings of the Association Committee was held in Jerusalem on 2 May
2012. Attended by senior officials and organised under the framework of the EU-Israel
Association Agreement, the meeting provided an excellent opportunity for Parliament's
delegation to review the state of EU-Israel relations.

At the end of the meeting, the EEAS Delegation, led by the Managing Director for the Middle
East, North Africa, Iran and Iraq, Hugues Mingarelli, spoke about the historical and legal
context of EU-Israel relations and outlined its main conclusions to the working group.

Member States' refusal to strengthen EU-Israeli relations in 2009, as agreed in 2007, had
slowed down the implementation of the Action Plan and delayed preparations for the
subsequent plan.

To date, there were 10 subcommittees operating under the framework of the Association
Agreement. The first, which focussed on political dialogue, had recently resumed its work and
was considering issues such as the Arab Spring, Iran, terrorism, anti-Semitism and
cooperation with non-governmental organisations.

An informal working group had also been established to consider issues relating to human
rights and international organisations.

There were nine other subcommittees, which focussed on the following areas: economic and
financial affairs; social, immigration and health affairs; customs and tax; agriculture and
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fisheries; the internal market; industry and trade; justice; transport, energy and the
environment; and research, education and culture.

The EEAS Delegation also drew attention to the issue of certain politically sensitive
agreements which, in accordance with the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union,
were awaiting the European Parliament's consent, namely the ACAA Agreement on
pharmaceutical products and Israeli participation in certain Community programmes.

The EEAS said that the ACAA featured in the Action Plan and that Israel had been surprised
by the links drawn by the European Parliament between what they saw as a technical
agreement and issues of foreign policy. In response, Ivo Vajgl said that MEPs were elected to
address political issues and advocate behaviour that would lead to real peace.

In conclusion, Hugues Mingarelli said that progress needed to be made in certain areas under
an updated Action Plan, but without an actual increase in the level of EU-Israel relations,
which Member States were still refusing to allow. He also said that a meeting of the
Association Council, at ministerial level, would take place on 24 July 2012.

He called on the European Parliament to take more active steps to ensure compliance with
international law and respect for human rights.

II - AN ATYPICAL MEETING WITH THE KNESSET

Unlike previous occasions, the political situation in Israel at the time of the working group's
visit prevented them from holding their normal meeting with members of the Knesset.

In the weeks preceding the visit, the Prime Minister had met with increasing opposition
towards a number of issues from Yisrael Beiteinu, a party belonging to his coalition, and from
small religious parties, leading him to dissolve the Knesset.

On 2 May 2012, the Knesset was plunged into such turmoil that Nachman Shaï, Head of the
Knesset Delegation for relations with the European Parliament, was unable to meet the
working group as planned. Following the Prime Minister's decision to dissolve the Knesset,
its members had to vote on the date of the next election, and 4 September 2012 was chosen.

Contrary to the programme for the visit, none of the members of the government coalition met
the working group. Rather, it was only representatives of the opposition, from the Kadima and
Labour parties, who did so. That factor explained their relative support for peace negotiations
in the subsequent discussions.

Nachman Shaï (Kadima), Daniel ben Simon (Labour), Doron Avital (Kadima), Isaac Herzog
(Labour) and Einat Wilf (Labour) all spoke to Parliament's delegation. The subsequent
exchange of views mainly focussed on the arguments put forward by both sides which were
preventing direct negotiations from being resumed with the Palestinians. Settlements were
referred to repeatedly, with the Israelis criticising the Palestinians for making settlements a
precondition issue. Although the Palestinian Prime Minister had genuine credibility, he was
restricted in his role by the difficult political circumstances. Divisions between Gaza and the
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West Bank also made it difficult for politicians to represent the views of all Palestinians and
limited the chances of finding one, universally acknowledged Palestinian representative.

However, the Knesset members agreed that domestic social and economic concerns were the
priority, namely unemployment, housing difficulties, and the extreme demands made by
members of the religious orthodoxy, whether concerning gender relations or exemption from
military service.

Einat Wilf also spoke about concentration in the Israeli economy.

Parliament's delegation was then invited to visit the Chagall room before going to the gallery
of the parliamentary chamber, where the Speaker of the Knesset, Reuven Rivlin, welcomed
the delegation members warmly and called for the EU and its Parliament to ensure that the
State of Israel and the Jewish people enjoyed their right to a peaceful existence.

III- THE ARAB SPRING AND THE REGIONAL SITUATION

The major changes that had occurred in the Arab world in previous months were,
understandably, at the forefront of Israel's concerns and the subject of continuous discussion,
as illustrated perfectly by the working group's visit to Tel Aviv University and its exchanges
of views with experts from the Israeli Ministry for Foreign Affairs.

a) A university professor's view of the Arab Spring

Professor Asher Susser of Tel Aviv University's Dayan Centre was keen to refute the
designation of what was happening in the Arab world as the 'Arab Spring'. He said that the
term was a western construction that was borne out of a completely misguided hope, given
that democracy was still an empty word in Arab countries.

In addition to the instability in neighbouring countries such as Egypt and Syria, Israel had to
contend with the ongoing threat posed by Iran and increasing hostility from Turkey. He took
the view that, in its alleged pursuit of democracy, the Arab world had three problem areas,
namely political freedom, education and gender equality. Politics in Arab countries was also
dominated by constant fighting between Sunnis and Shiites who, since the death of the
Prophet Muhammed, had been engaged in a pitiless war of succession.

As regards the peace process with the Palestinians, Mr Susser thought that the Israeli
Government's approach was mistaken and that the current situation was unsustainable. He
favoured a political initiative to maintain the two-State solution whilst not thwarting
Palestine's efforts to gain official recognition at the UN and its agencies. He believed that a
powerful gesture, such as withdrawal from certain settlements, would have a significant
impact on Palestinian relations and that it would not be necessary to reach an official end to
negotiations on all areas of contention before a Palestinian State could be created.

Ivo Vajgl and Jan Albrecht also spoke about this issue. Bastiaan Belder said that he was very
heedful of religious issues in this context and of the genuine nuclear threat posed by Iran.
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b) Israel's Ministry for Foreign Affairs on high alert

Alongside its meeting with the Knesset, the delegation also met a number of officials from the
Ministry for Foreign Affairs, who spoke about sensitive current issues.

Aviva Raz-Schechter, Deputy Director-General for the Middle East, spoke about the
increasing sources of instability around Israel. She was particularly concerned at the post-
electoral situation in Egypt, as there was a genuine risk that the country would adopt a harder
stance towards Israel. The signs were very worrying - Egypt had a growing population, falling
revenue (particularly in the tourism sector), worsening relations with its Saudi neighbour and
a decreasing ability to safeguard its internal and external security. Nevertheless, Israel was
attempting to foster stability by providing financial support for 200 activity areas in the south
of the country.

Jordan, which bordered Israel, continued to be a key buffer-State, despite the lack of
diplomatic relations.

As regards North Africa, the Israeli authorities had received requests for aid from countries
with which Israel had no relations and were now attempting to respond by using international
organisations as an intermediary.

Benjamin Krasna, the Director of Economic Affairs at the Ministry's Centre for Political
Research, presented in detail the strategy for imposing sanctions on Iran, which had been
devised in order to press the country to halt its nuclear activities. He said that Iran had been
surprised by the EU's decision of January 2012 and by the imposition of banking sanctions,
and outlined the way in which the international community was responding to Iran's tactics of
establishing countless new companies to bypass the effects of the sanctions.

The discussion continued at a dinner with the Ministry's Deputy Director-General for relations
with the EU. The Deputy Director-General began by saying that Israel was resentful of the
fact that, although bilateral relations were good with individual EU Member States, Israel's
relationship with the EU as a whole was a source of real bitterness. The EU's tendency to
blame Israel entirely for the failure of the peace negotiations with the Palestinians was
particularly shocking and unfair. He also reiterated the arguments concerning preconditions to
negotiations, referred to the volte-faces by Mahmoud Abbas, expressed his scepticism
towards the two-State solution and said that there were in fact only approximately 20 000
Jewish settlers who posed a real problem. It was also regrettable that Palestine did not have a
sole recognisable and reliable representative of its views. The current government, however,
was undoubtedly one of the most radical in recent years.

Bastiaan Belder encouraged the Israeli authorities to pursue, via all possible means, genuine
improvements in foreign affairs in the light of the events of the Arab Spring.

c) Constant monitoring of the Israel-Lebanon border

Parliament's delegation also travelled to Israel's northern border, experiencing for themselves
its isolation from the rest of the country.
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Since the official withdrawal of Israeli troops from Lebanon in July 2000, the situation had
remained relatively calm until the summer of 2006, when Israeli outposts had come under
heavy fire from members of Hezbollah on the Lebanese side of the border.

The ceasefire declared by the United Nations Security Council had lasted since then thanks to
close cooperation between a strengthened UNIFIL force (United Nations Interim Force in
Lebanon) and Lebanese and Israeli troops, who ensured that the Blue Line was constantly
monitored. Accompanied by Major Ronan of the Israel Defence Force, the delegation saw for
itself the difficulty of the terrain that members of Hezbollah were using on a constant basis
with the help of inhabitants from the local villages, where a number of Iranian flags could be
seen. However, apart from two occasions in December 2011 when shots were fired, no further
incidents had been reported.

IV- THEMATIC MEETINGS

The Parliament delegation had made space in its programme for a number of thematic
meetings in order to discuss the Druze community, cooperation over water resources, waste
management and the spread of disinformation by Palestinians.

a) The Druze: an atypical and integrated minority

The former Druze member of the Knesset, Zeiden Atashi, was a patient man - he was still
waiting for the delegation members at the meeting point in Haifa when they arrived much
later than planned after their visit to the Lebanese border. Accompanied by the Ministry's
Director of Religious Affairs, Mr Atashi seized the opportunity to talk about his atypical
religious community, which was recognised as one of Israel's official minorities.

There were approximately one million Druze living in Syria and Lebanon, and around one
hundred thousand in Israel, mainly in the north-west near Mount Carmel and in the Golan
Heights.

The Druze were Arabic-speaking Israeli citizens who were required to complete military
service. The community had autonomy with regard to family law and also had its own courts.
They had also always had representatives in the Knesset, and a member of the Druze
community had been appointed as an ambassador in April 2012.

b) Clean towns

Tel Aviv, a large Israeli city, was developing innovative technical processes in the field of
waste management, as demonstrated during the delegation's visit to the reprocessing centre in
Dan.

One and a half tons of assorted waste, including plastics, organic materials, glass and solid
waste, were treated at the centre on a daily basis. An anaerobic liquid treatment process was
facilitating the sorting and separation of waste by size and weight. The technician who
explained the process to the delegation was evidently proud of the equipment.
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c) Cooperation over water resources in southern Israel

The Arava Institute for Environmental Studies was based in Kibbutz Ketura to the south of
Eilat in Sinai. The institute's Executive Director, Myriam Sharton, and Samuel Willmann
spoke about an excellent example of cross-border cooperation, bringing together various
people, over water resources in the region. The institute offered training programmes lasting
between six months and a year to potential leaders of the future. The programmes were open
to Israelis, Palestinians and Jordanians, but also to American and EU nationals, and the
courses covered all disciplines, including issues related to the environment, society, energy
and agriculture.

The institute was also involved in many cross-border projects linking private groups to
technical and university-based research centres. The projects ranged from desalination work
in Gaza and the transportation of water from the Mediterranean to the Dead Sea, to projects
concerning water quality for sanitary purposes.

d) Europe Day at Haifa University

The Parliament delegation did not wish to miss the opportunity to celebrate Europe alongside
staff from Haifa University and the EU Ambassador to Israel, Andrew Standley. The various
speeches given, including that by Bastiaan Belder, highlighted, once again, the Israelis' mixed
feelings towards the positions adopted by the European Union towards their country.

e) Keeping an Israeli eye on Palestinian disinformation

Palestinian Media Watch was created by Itamar Markus to monitor, on a permanent basis, the
way in which the Palestinian media presented Israel and its territory. The website contained
very detailed information, and Mr Markus selected a number of examples of where
geographical and political information about Israel had been presented incorrectly by
Palestinian media or in Palestinian schoolbooks. In one case, Palestinian land was said to
include Galilee, Jaffa and Haifa and Israel had no right to exist. In another case, Jesus was
described as a Palestinian. The Holocaust was also never mentioned.

Lastly, Mr Markus explained the way in which the names of 'martyrs' were used for social or
sporting events. In some cases, the names were of known perpetrators of terrorist attacks that
had caused the death of many people.

Mr Belder invited Mr Markus to travel to Brussels to address the delegation again before the
end of 2012.

CONCLUSION

Following the visit, the working group of the Delegation for relations with Israel decided to:
- support increased cooperation between Israel and the EU under the framework of the
Association Agreement and a new action plan;
- ask Parliament to give its consent to the draft agreements which had been submitted to it, in
particular the ACAA concerning pharmaceutical products;
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- push for the EU to support the democratic transition in Arab countries, whilst continuing to
ensure the security of Israel;
- encourage Israel to re-enter direct negotiations with the Palestinians, as the only possible
road to peace, in accordance with the principles established by the Quartet.


