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Yitzhak Shichor

The Role of the United States in Europe’s Relations with Israel
Introduction

The subject of this paper is neither new nor surprising. In today’s world Washington represents the one and only superpower which is directly and indirectly involved in all the issues on the international agenda without exception and including, of course and especially, the Middle East. As such Washington has not only an important but also a crucial role – both positive and negative – in the relations between Europe and Israel. Before I begin I would like to make it clear that I am not, and cannot be, totally objective, for a number of reasons. To begin with, I am an Israeli, I was born in Israel and my personal survivability, and that of my family and my country are above and beyond any other consideration. Secondly, I studied in Europe and about Europe and I have a positive predisposition to Europe more than to the United States. I think that Europe, with its long, violent and complicated history, is more sober, disillusioned, diversified, pluralistic and realistic than the United States. Europe also reflects much richer experience in wars and struggles over territorial, religious and ethnic issues, and a deeper understanding of the concept of “nationalism” that underlies many of the contemporary international problems.

My brief presentation will discuss, first, the historical dynamics that had led to the greater American involvement in the Middle East at the expense of Europe and the US “special” relations with Israel. Secondly, I shall deal with the different dimensions and aspects of the roles Washington plays in Europe’s relations with the Middle East and Israel. And finally, I shall conclude with some proposals for future options and courses of European-American cooperation in the Middle East and with regards to the Arab-Israeli conflict.

1. The Historical Background

Apparently, the historical background is less important or relevant for the discussion of contemporary problems. Yet the historical background is extremely important since it indicates a process that, even if unintended from the very beginning, in a retrospective view has been consistent and systematic. Washington’s increased involvement in the Middle East in general and in Israel in particular has been achieved in a number of stages. In the first stage, until the early 1950s, there had hardly been any American presence in the Middle East. This region had been closer to Europe geographically, historically, and to a great extent also in religious and cultural terms hundreds of years before the United States ever existed. Europe’s affiliation with the Middle East gathered momentum throughout the 19th century and became institutionalized following World War I and the creation of the Mandates regime. Britain became the dominant power in Egypt, Sudan, Palestine, Trans-Jordan and Iraq, while France controlled Syria and Lebanon. Staying outside this power play, the United States began to develop economic relations primarily in the field of oil that entailed an influential position in Saudi Arabia – a course that in historical perspective was smart and laid the basis, and the rationale, for American activities and presence in the Middle East to this very day.

Washington’s interest in other Middle Eastern countries began in the early 1950s following a number of significant and inter-connected developments. These included the attrition of Europe and European colonialism in World War II and the emergence of the United States as the dominant power in the international system and especially in Europe. These two processes combined into a third – decolonization that forced the former European powers to gradually give up, willingly or otherwise, their overseas territorial possessions. And finally, the Cold War, that designated the Soviet Union as the arch enemy, provided Washington with an excuse – real or imaginary – to expand its presence and influence in various regions of the world, including the Middle East, among other things by forming a system of alliances that involved Europe, though as a secondary partner.

These processes have been articulated also in the complex relationship between Europe and Israel and between the United States and Israel. On one hand, Israel has had a strong affiliation to Europe, negative but also positive. Although Europe had enabled and facilitated the persecution and extermination of Jews much of Israel’s cultural legacy as well as its collective memory, intellectual and scientific power, socio-economic ideology and even its political leadership have been fed by Europe. On the other hand, post-World War II United States was not only an emerging power but also the home and shelter for a big, prosperous and free Jewish community that was a source of influence and support for the establishment of the State of Israel and its consolidation. 

Yet quite a few years had to pass until the exchange of roles between Europe and the United States with regard to the Middle East and Israel began to be accomplished. The turning point was 1956 that provided the climax in Europe’s relations with the Middle East in general, and Israel in particular. As of that year, while the position of Europe begins to deteriorate, that of the United States begins to upsurge. Within ten years, by 1967, the United States had become the dominant power in the Middle East primarily with regard to the Arab-Israeli conflict and the Palestine problem, and to the Soviet presence in the region. Along with this process Washington consolidated its relations with Israel, first in political terms, but later also and mainly in military and economic terms to the point of creating an inevitable dependence. In this concert, and ever since, Europe has been playing a second fiddle and by the mid-1970s its policy toward Israel was becoming increasingly hostile.

The collapse of the Soviet Union and East European communism has created a new situation that contains dialectical elements. On one hand, the United States has remained the only superpower whose military and political might outranks that of any other constellation of countries, including the European Union. Released from the Soviet threat, the United States has been provided with tremendous space of activity, unknown before, that has led to increased involvement, including military, in many parts and conflicts around the world. On the other hand, released from the same kind of threat, Europe has used this opportunity to consolidate, secure and expand its own integration, primarily in economic and political terms. For the first time after World War II Europe has managed to create a stable and prosperous bloc that is potentially capable of competing with the United States and providing alternatives to American predominance and international behaviour.

2. The Contemporary Situation
Washington’s role in Europe’s relations with Israel should be treated in three dimensions: the political, the military and the economic, and from four different angles: the European, the American, the Israeli and the Arab-Palestinian. Each of these parties contributes to the complexity of the problems in the interrelationships among them.

ٱ The Political Dimension
The starting point of this discussion is that Washington’s Bush-Rumsfeld-Cheney administration is interested in and capable of playing the principal and leading role in  any Middle Eastern political settlement in general, and Arab-Palestinian-Israeli in particular or, to be more precise, of denying such a role from others, Europe included. Apparently, Washington consistently emphasizes the need of cooperating with other European governments in settling Middle Eastern issues but, as demonstrated by the war in Iraq, the Americans want to preserve not only their leadership but also their exclusivity and thereby maintain the benefits and advantages. In this respect, the American association with Europe means American planning while anticipating that Europe would take part of the payment and financing. For its part, Europe has been trying to formulate its own proposals on the basis of raw American statements (such as the Bush vision of June 2001 that provided for the European-made “Road Map”). Yet ultimately, Washington would prefer and presume to promote plans that had been created at home, while trying to marginalize other plans or proposals or, occasionally, to appropriate them. Contemporary Europe is perhaps an economic giant equal to the United States, or even greater, yet still a political midget.

Necessarily, the Europeans acknowledge Washington’s leadership but are frustrated by the American monopoly and intend to outbalance its power. After half a century of forced dissociation from the Middle East, used for impressive economic and political restoration that has created a prosperous and stable bloc, Europe is looking for ways to resume its involvement in the Middle East in general and in the Israeli-Palestinian confrontation in particular, on a larger scale. 

Europe, that is closer to the Middle East both geographically and historically and whose Muslim communities are becoming larger by the day, can by no means treat the Middle East and Israel in the same way as the United States does. Yet various proposed settlements that had originated in Europe (such as, for example, the 1993 Oslo Agreements or the 2003 Geneva Agreements) have failed. They have failed seemingly for a variety of reasons related to the parties themselves, but also because the United States had not been involved from the very beginning and perhaps for other reasons to be dealt below. The establishment o the Quartet has been one of the means employed by Europe to increase its involvement but even there Europe was no more than a partner and by no means the leader. The Quartet had a number of noted achievements, such as the pressure to appoint a Palestinian Prime Minister or the “Road Map”, but its effectiveness is rather limited, among other things because Israel considers it a hostile entity.

And indeed, from Israel’s viewpoint either from the right side of the political map or, probably from its left side as well, an American involvement in the conflict is better than a European involvement, and for a number of reasons. The most important is that Europe is perceived – perhaps unjustly – as instinctively and a-priori leaning to the Arabs and the Palestinian side. This perception has been fed not only by the European behaviour at the present but also by the historical legacy of centuries of persecution and anti-Semitism that inhabit Israel sub-consciousness, and even its consciousness, and that cannot be ignored. Once asked about his country’s Middle East policy, a French Foreign Ministry replied sarcastically that France does not have a Middle East policy; “elle n’a qu’une politique arabe” (it has nothing but an Arab policy). Above all other considerations, France’s policy toward Israel has been affected, probably to this very day, by its perception of Israel as a protégé of Washington (or, which is worse, even vice-versa). Like France, British attitude toward Israel, that has also been determined for many years, and to this very day, by the traditional pro-Arab policy of its Foreign Office, is also affected by the Israeli-American connection – yet in the opposite direction. Especially in the last few years (and as duly reflected in the recent war in Iraq), London not only tries to avoid any friction with Washington but, moreover, identifies with it as far as possible – and even impossible.

Israel’s attitude toward the United States is free from the European constraints. It is easier for Israel to introduce itself and explain its policy in the United States than in Europe. Washington not only supports Israel with few qualifications but its attempts to intermediate in the conflict have been by and large more successful than those of Europe.

Obviously, the attitude of the Arabs and the Palestinians is diametrically opposed. They prefer European involvement because they feel that Washington is by no means an honest broker, and that it is instinctively and a-priori inclined toward Israel. Also, the United States, especially since the early 1990s, is perceived in the Middle East (and elsewhere) as an aggressive, dogmatic and missionary power that is interested not only in settling the Arab-Israeli conflict. Washington is determined to initiate an overall revolution in the Arab world and to push it – against the Arabs own will and by force if needed – in the direction of modernization and democratization. Europe, in these respects, is much more sober, modest and cautious and lacks Washington’s presumptions that, to a great extent, replaced Paris in the promotion of the “mission civilisatrice”. At the same time, the confusion in Europe’s Israel policy between political, military and economic considerations has harmed both sides, but primarily Israel.
ٱ The Military Dimension
Unfortunately, this dimension plays a crucial role in the Middle East in general and in Israel’s daily life in particular. In this respect Europe plays into Washington hands by denying Israel, for political reasons, any arms supply. By doing this Europe restricts Israel’s room of maneuver and also the possibility to decrease Israel’s dependence on the United States. This policy is unwise and counterproductive. Especially in the military field, supplier-customer relationships do not end with the sale itself. Usually, the link is long-term and covers spare-parts, ammunition, training, repairs, upgrading and improvements – so that a dependence is created whose cost is not only economic and military but also, and not least important, political. The more a military customer is dependent on one dominant supplier, the less his liberty for political (and, needless to say, military) action.

And, on the contrary, Europe’s refusal or reluctance to acquire weapons and advanced military technology from Israel undermine not only its own military effectiveness but also its position with regard to Israel. Israel sells weapons and military technology only to a small number of European countries, and on a small scale, primarily UAVs and anti-tank missiles to Belgium, Finland, France, Holland, Romania and more recently Poland. In its odd “righteousness” Europe has discarded an important tool that could have not only significantly improve its relations with Israel but could also affect Israel’s policy in the Middle Eastern conflict, that could have duplicated the US performance. Europe’s readiness to engage Israel in sales and acquisitions of weapons and military technology would have provided Israel with some alternatives to its dependence on the United States.  

ٱ The Economic Dimension
Economic exchanges are the least problematic field to develop and upgrade relations between Europe and Israel, also from an American perspective. Israel had launched negotiations to establish diplomatic relations and a free trade agreement with the European Community immediately after the latter’s establishment in 1958. A first trade agreement had been signed in 1964 and a free trade region agreement only in 1975, but it was only in 1989 that the agreement, including all its parts and elements, began to be fully and mutually implemented. The process was thus spread over more than thirty years and its main significance has been political and not economic. Total European Union export to Israel fails to reach even half a percent of its overall export. Israel has never been and will never be part of Europe and its economic relations with Europe have been determined by the changing political conditions not only between Israel and the Arab-Palestinians but also by the changing Israeli governments. Thus, the 1975 agreement was signed when Israel’s standing in Europe had already declined (after the October 1973 War) and it was rectified only in 1995, following the Oslo Agreements. The European Council’s December 1994 decision to grant Israel a “privileged status” has not become effective to this very day, mainly because of the emergence of rightist Likkud governments.

Nevertheless, the European Union is Israel’s largest trade partner, more than the United States. They alone contribute some forty percent of Israel’s total import (more than twice compared to the United States) and absorb more than thirty percent of Israel’s total export (still more than the United States). Israel’s import from Europe is over seventy percent higher that its export to Europe. Within ten years, from 1990 to 2000, Israel’s export to Europe and import from Europe almost tripled. Israel’s trade with Europe is larger than Europe’s trade with any other Middle Eastern country – Egypt included. Israel and the European Union also signed so many agreements that one can only dream to sign similar agreements with the United States. If in 1995 Israeli companies managed to raise no more than five million dollars in the European Union financial markets, in 2002, only seven years later, this sum has multiplied to over one billion dollars, a 200 time increase. European investments in the Tel Aviv Stock Exchange have also consistently grown reaching today some twenty-six percent of all investments in Israel (though the US share reached forty-eight percent). Europe is also Israel’s number one tourist attraction.

Europe’s population is twice that of the United States and its GNP is larger. It is so much close to Israel that studies have been done on the possibility that Israel would join the Euro bloc and abandon the Dollar bloc. Apparently, Washington should not have any problem with the growing Israeli-European economic relations, though indirectly these are being subsidized by the United States whose import from Israel is greater than its export to Israel, not to mention the grants. Yet there are fields where Washington intervenes to frustrate Israeli-European economic relations. One of the noteworthy examples is airliners. Whenever Israel reveals an initial interest in buying Airbus, Washington practically forces her to buy Boeing.

3. A Future Outlook
European-Israeli relations and the US role therein, could develop in two kinds of courses. For one, a slow course that implies incremental changes in these relations – either positive or negative – reflecting more or less the pattern of the past. These changes would be conditioned, as in the past, by developments in the Middle East and progress (or retreat) in the Israeli-Palestinian dialogue. With the usual ups and downs, no dramatic change is expected in this context. Another possibility is a quick and significant course that could substantially change the Israeli-European relationship, which could imply two options:

A. Israel’s admission into an extended European Union and/or NATO 

Israel is one of the few countries in the world that do not belong to any multilateral alliance, security convention or regional organization – with the exception of the United Nations and its agencies. To be sure, Israel has already acquired a special and exceptional position in the European Community for many years. The idea of Israel’s admission is also not new. One possibility is Israel’s incorporation within the new framework of Wider Europe that aims at upgrading Europe’s political and economic relations with those countries that border on the extended European Union. On May 1, 2004, ten countries are planned to join the European Union, two of which are Malta and Cyprus – whose distance from Israel is a little over 200km. Seven additional European states, including Bulgaria and Romania, are slated to join NATO (in which Turkey is already a member) this year. Thus, Europe is slowly but consistently stretching eastwards, getting closer and closer to Israel.

At the same time, I don’t think that Israel’s admission to the framework of the European Union, least of all to NATO, would significantly contribute to the settlement of the Middle East conflict. Willingly or not, Israel is before anything else a Middle Eastern country. Its symbolic or actual incorporation in Europe would only increase its isolation in the region, its alienation from the Arabs, and the hostility of the regional governments and peoples. Even more than before, Arabs and Muslims would regard Israel as a spearhead leading the Western assault on the region. For this reason, and also because of Europe’s growing Islamization and proximity to the Middle East, it is essential to accelerate the efforts to reach a regional settlement, yet within a regional framework. This need relates to the second option that, to the best of my knowledge, is innovative and is introduced here as a basis for cooperation, first on an academic ground and then, if valid, as a European (and inevitably also American) political initiative.

B. A regional approach to the settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict
Instead of an artificial spillover of the European Union into the Middle East and an equally artificial spillover of the Middle East (and Israel) into Europe, an integrative regional and autonomous framework should be created in the Middle East itself. So far, all attempts to settle the Middle East conflict in general and the Palestinian problem in particular, have been undertaken from bottom up. Put differently, efforts have been extended to reach localized arrangements regarding borders, settlements, territories, sovereignty, population exchange, forms of control, fences, political understandings, etc. All these attempts, almost without exception, have failed so far. The reasons for these failures are apparently tactical, fed by disagreements not only between the parties but also among them. In fact, the reasons for these failures are primarily strategic and psychological. They reflect, on one hand, the fundamental difficulty of the Arabs, the Palestinians, and Islam, to come to terms with the mere existence of an independent Jewish state in the Middle East – and consequently, on the other hand, they reflect an equally fundamental Israeli distrust in the terminal intentions of the Arabs.

This proposal is based on the European experience and is intended to overcome, in the first place, the strategic and psychological predicaments, assuming that the tactical and practical problems would be easier to settle after a comprehensive convention would be reached. To this end, Europe serves as a model. For hundreds of years Europe witnessed brutal and bloody wars between its countries for a variety of reasons: religious, national, territorial, ethnic, ideological, personal, etc. These confrontations reached their climax in the 20th century, in World War I, II, and the Cold War. We tend to forget it but the rivalries, enmities and hostilities among the West European countries and the brutalities of their wars by no means fall short of those in the Middle East and probably outclass them. Still, looking at the continent today, Europe has managed to overcome much of these conflicts and to create a joint political, military and economic framework that would have been inconceivable only half a century ago. The initial basis for the European Union was the settlement of the security and defense issues under NATO. Only then it had become possible to launch sectorial arrangements in the fields of coal and steel that laid the groundwork for the establishment of the European Economic Community and the European Union. These are now being expanded to include some of the former socialist countries of Eastern Europe. This model could and should be modified and adapted to the Middle East.
Based on this model, the most successful example of a regional organization in modern history, the first stage in the adaptation should be an attempt to formulate a Middle East regional security pact, applied to all Middle Eastern countries, under guaranties by Europe and the United States. We should never forget that in addition to the Arab-Israel security issues there are security problems also between the rest of the Middle Eastern countries, such as Iraq and Kuwait, Iran and Iraq, Turkey an Syria, etc. In the second stage (that could be undertaken simultaneously) possibilities of regional economic, scientific and technological cooperation should be explored while attempting to create a framework of a common market that would also promote issues of education, health, welfare, oil, water and transportation. In the third stage a regional convention would be signed among the Middle Eastern countries, preferably all of them, but if not then most of them or part of them. Based on military, political and economic understandings, this convention would create a framework of mutual fundamental trust, would recognize Israel’s right to exist and would bring stability to the Middle East. This is an essential, almost existential need of the entire international community. Under these circumstances tactical issues of border accords, evacuation of settlements, territorial and population exchange, and solving the refugee problem would become secondary and easier to deal with. Europe should lead this process from the very beginning, in consultation, coordination and with the participation of the United States.

Conclusion
Over the years, Washington has accumulated a good deal of influence on Europe’s attitude toward Israel (and the Middle East), primarily in the political and military fields. Europe cannot introduce a unilateral initiative without obtaining Washington’s approval and/or cooperation in advance. Therefore, Europe should look for proposals that reflect not only its own experience and models but also the basic concepts of US policy that had provided, in the early 1950s, the military and political foundations of European integration. The settlement of the Middle East problems in any case requires so many political, military, technological and economic investments that no regional collective or country can cover alone. Whether one likes it or not, European policy should at some stage go through Washington, exactly like Israeli, Palestinian, Arab – and probably any other policy.
