In Defense of the Fence

Uzi Dayan's Speech at The Washington Institute
My country has endured more than three years in a war against Palestinian terrorism.  Almost 900 Israelis were killed and more than 6000 injured. 2100 Palestinians have been killed and more than 15000 injured.

After 16 years of intifada and tremendous loss of life on both sides, it is time to sit back and draw some important conclusions with regard to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and how we should proceed.

Two States for Two Peoples

More than 80% of Israelis agree that if there is a way to end the conflict, there will be "Two states for two peoples" between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea.

There are different proposals (though not that different) with regard to the Final Status, e.g. Camp David 2000 Israel Offer, the Clinton Parameters, the Ayalon-Nusseiba Principles and the Geneva Accords.  All of these proposals are based on the principle of “Two states for two peoples”.

 

However, perhaps the more important question right now is how we get to the Final Status. This should be a major concern for the decision-makers. The central question is how do we jumpstart the process now, so that we can someday arrive at a final agreement.

The Road Map and Terrorism

The main strategy that has emerged for bringing us closer to that agreement has been “The Road Map”. The Road Map was designed to defeat terrorism and bring the parties back to the negotiating table and move forward to a two-state solution.

However, the Road Map is hostage to terror. The Road Map will not succeed as long as we empower individuals or small groups of terrorists to derail the Road Map over and over again. Israelis will not be willing to make the compromises necessary as long as their loved ones are being murdered on the streets and the Palestinians will not abandon terrorism as a potential tool.

Only an effective war on terror will enable us to move forward. As such, I believe that the only way that the Road Map or any other strategy for bringing us to an agreement will work is by building a Security Fence. The Security Fence is not an obstacle to an agreement; it is in fact a precondition and a precursor to an agreement because of Palestinian terror.

The Security Fence

A security fence is a necessary protective measure against terror. In every region in Israel that we needed to provide security to the citizens of Israel against terrorist infiltrators we built a fence -all along Jordan Valley, the Golan Heights, the Lebanese border and the Gaza Strip. The fence around the Gaza Strip is a good example of the fence’s effectiveness – in the last 3 years not even one terrorist has successfully crossed that fence to commit a terrorist act.

 

There is no doubt that the fence has caused hardship to Palestinians living in the West Bank. Many have claimed that this is a violation of their human rights. Clearly, we must do all that we can to limit the effect that the fence has on the 99% of Palestinians who are not terrorists. However, the fence is also meant to preserve the human rights of Israeli citizens. The right to live is a basic human right that every government must provide to its citizens. The security fence is vital to preserve that right. Please do not throw out the baby with the bath water. The fence is a necessary project for safety of the citizens of my country.

Status of the Fence

Let’s look at the security fence being built in Israel.

In July 2001 the National Security Council presented its report to the cabinet calling for a fence as a response to suicide attacks.

In May 2002, after intense public pressure, the Israeli Cabinet approved the fence on the North and West of the West Bank, between Cfar Salem and Cfar Kassem. This fence was to be 140 km long and be finished in a little over a year. It was finished in August 2003. At the same time, the government also approved 20 km of fence in the Jerusalem area, what is called the Jerusalem envelope fence. Ten km in the north of the city and ten km in the south of the city were finished in September 2003.

In November 2002, after intense public pressure from residents of the North of the country, and a suicide bombing which killed 5 Israelis in the Likud headquarters in Be’et She’an an additional 60 km of fence was approved in the Gilboa region. This fence was budgeted and scheduled to finish in a little over a year and will be finished in a February of 2004.

Thus, as of today only 160 km of fence has been finished, and another 60 kms will be finished in a few months.

In August 2003, the Cabinet approved another 30 km of Jerusalem envelope fence, completely surrounding Jerusalem. This fence will be finished in November of 2004.

On Oct.1 2003, the government approved an additional 400-km of fence, from Kassem to Jerusalem, and from Jerusalem to near the Dead Sea in the south. Though no moneys have yet been allocated for this building, I have been told that the first section (up to Jerusalem) will be finished by the end of 2004 and the fence in the southern part of the country will be finished at the end of 2005.

There have been discussions in the media of the possibility of building an Eastern Fence, above the Jordan valley.  This fence is very different in that there is not a significant terror threat in that area. I do not believe that this fence will be built.

The Fence’s Effectiveness

Reports from both the IDF and the Internal Security Services have been quite conclusive.  The fence has been very effective in fighting terror in the areas that have already been built. Terrorist incidents near those areas have been reduced dramatically over the last few months. Unfortunately, these same sources report that the terrorists have moved their base of operations to areas where the fence is not yet built. The true effect of the fence will only be realized when the entire fence is completed.

This fence will also serve to stabilize the Israeli economy that has suffered great damage over the 3 years. The country is currently in a serious recession with massive unemployment that was caused to a large degree by Palestinian terror. Over 3-4% of GNP or $4 Billion lost due to terror in our population centers in each of the last 3 years. 

Israeli Strategic Goals and the Security Fence

If the security fence is not built we leave the key to any progress in the peace process to terror organizations or even individual terrorists. Therefore, an effective security fence is in the joint interest of all who desire the Road Map to succeed.

A Security Fence is not a grand strategy and is not a substitute for a complete foreign and security policy. In fact, the Security Fence is a precondition and precursor to such a needed policy to move forward and succeed.

The Demographic Problem

The redrawing of Israel’s border is a critical issue for Israelis not only because of security concerns.

Today there are 10 million people between the Jordan and the Mediterranean Sea. In 2020, there will be 15 million people and only 45% of them will be Jews. Failure to change Israel’s borders is a threat to the Jewish democratic identity of the state of Israel that is the essence of its existence.

The choice for Israel is between a territorial compromise and binational state.

 

Israel must in the near future set its border through territorial compromise according the following two parameters:

 

· Security: in order for Israel to continue to exist within secure borders

· Demographics: in order for Israel to continue with a solid Jewish majority that will preserve its national identity

Unilateral Disengagement

We have examined the importance of the Security Fence for moving forward with the Road Map. The central question is do we have a partner for peace so that we can move forward with the Road Map? What do we do if the answer is no?

I believe that we must embark on a policy of Unilateral Disengagement with a wide open door to negotiation. According to this policy, because of the lack of a partner, Israel must make unilateral decisions with regard to its borders. Clearly, Unilateral Disengagement is only possible after the completion of the Security Fence which will create an atmosphere and reality of disengagement. This policy is not a new idea. I recommended it to Prime Minister Ehud Barak as a supplement to Camp David 2000 and later to Prime Minister Sharon as an Israeli Road Map.

I believe that any agreement is preferable to unilateral steps. However, if an agreement is not possible, Israel must adopt a policy of disengagement from the Palestinians while leaving the door open to negotiations.

The Route of the Fence

There has been wide agreement regarding the need for a Security Fence. Over 80% of Israelis support this idea. However, there has been much discussion in Israel and around the world with regard to the route of the fence. The route of the fence should be based on:

· Security – the route that best protects Israeli citizens from Palestinian terror

· Demographics – the route should include as few Palestinians as possible

· Human Rights – the route should disturb Palestinian daily life as little as possible

 

Does such a route exist? There is not a broad consensus with regard to the route. However, the failure to agree on a route should not be an excuse for not building such an important security measure in the fight against terror. In the worst case, the route of the fence can be changed in the future.

Conclusion

There are two foreign policies that are on the agenda: the Road Map and Unilateral Disengagement.

As I stated earlier, both policies cannot succeed without building a Security Fence.

The security fence could have already been completed over a year ago. If it already had been built, the security situation would have been much improved and the prospects for peace as well. Though precious time has been lost, it is not too late to build the fence and continue on the path to peace. When completed, the fence will also be a defining fence of both the identity and the essence of State of Israel that will hopefully lead to peaceful coexistence.

As any 7th grade American Literature student can tell you, Robert Frost did not really believe that “Good fences make good neighbors.”  Neither do I.  However, if some of Mr. Frost's neighbors had been terrorists rather than irritable New Englanders, perhaps he would feel differently regarding the fence around his property.

Please don’t throw the baby out with the bath water. We need to build a Security Fence that will save lives, serve the joint interest of fighting terror effectively, and enable us to move forward for the benefit of all the babies in our region.
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