Interesting Revelations: A Panel Discussion in Jerusalem
 

Attending a three hours Panel Discussion on "Decision Making in Israel" at the Ambassador Hotel in East Jerusalem last night, while proved quite revealing as told in the horse's mouth, was equally confusing and contradictory as to decisive consensus of views and conclusions.  
Sponsored by PASSIA (Palestinian Academic Society for the Study of International Affairs), founded and headed by a Palestinian acquaintance, Dr. Mahdi Abdel Hadi, the panelists included the internationally renowned Haaretz liberal journalist and columnist  Akiva Eldar; Daniel Ben Simon, an Israeli liberal journalist and politician who currently serves as a member of the Knesset (Parliament) for the Labor Party; and, Ahmed El-Tayebi, a member of the Knesset for Al Qa'emah Al-Mouwahada Wa Al-Arabia Lil Taghier (United & Arabic List for Change).  
Although, as aforementioned, the views were diverse and often divergent, however, they nevertheless tended to provide a very fresh view of the truth of the internal Israeli politics and on decision making.

Salient points and highlights worth noting of what transpired of the divergent views in a rather vivid discussion can randomly be summarized as follows:
· Human vanity comes to play a major role in top decision making in Israel.  Politicians are quite conscious of their public image and greatly influenced by local and internal public opinion.
· Although Israeli politicians cannot agree on most of the political issues concerning Israel, one thing they all agree on: "The Occupied Territories."
· Not a single member of the Knesset, other than the 12 Arab members, talks of the Occupation and the need to end it.

· Israel, unlike of older days of the Labor Party (that once, in the early 1990s held 62 seats in the Knesset and currently holds a mere 16 seats) and the Likud representing a definite separate political and ideological lines, are all one lump of a rightist political platform and agenda.  There exists no more a real political opposition party, or opposition in the Knesset. 

· The Prime Minister, and the Prime Minister alone has the full and ultimate power to decide on crucial security and strategic issues.
· The U.S. draws the final line and no Israeli politician dare out step the line once affirmatively drawn by the Americans.  Examples of the Carter era were drawn in this regard.

· According to Eldar, the Israelis, as is with the rest of the world, is losing respect for the current American Administration that they view it as can be pushed around, ineffective and without teeth.  Eldar reckons that Obama's only chance to be re-elected for a second term is to act boldly and decisively with Netanyahu rather than to cave in as is currently the case. 

· The Military that includes security apparatuses (including the Shen Beit and Mossad), wields the most influence on decision making, including decisions of war and peace.

· Going to war is a decision that could be imposed by the military on the politicians that could very well be whimsical and non-calculating, a sheer irrational decision without sufficiently heeding the consequential repercussions. 
· The Jewish settlers are a formidable force in the Knesset and on the decision making in Israel.
· According to Daniel Ben Simon, the settlers, mainly the 300,000 in the West Bank, are quite problematic for Israel; a problem whose tackling is very complex. 
· While agreeing with Ben Simon on the thorny problem the settlers, especially the ones in the West Bank outside Jerusalem represent, Akiva Eldar highlighted how more than 50% of the Israeli armed forces, especially the special elite forces are made up of Orthodox Jews with deep dogmatic views of Biblical authority.
· The settlers, especially those living in the West Bank outside Jerusalem, are a world by themselves; mostly living as isolated from the main Israeli body and a great majority of them, more than one third are extreme fanatics with messianic views.  Quite few among them rarely visit in Israel proper and identify strongly with Judea & Samaria (Biblical term of the West Bank) as their place of identity. 

· All panelists are in consensus that Israel that's made up of 120 different factions, groups, sects, ethnicities, etc., is a very fragmented society.

· A major motivator for the settlers is economics.  Enjoying spacious homes and all kind of other lavish subsidies away from established costly and competitive cosmopolitan and urban centers, make it hard for them to contemplate a move back to Israel proper (Israel before 1967).

·  El Tayebi, arriving a few minutes late to the start of the panel discussion (fresh out of a Knesset committee's decision that he voted against along with loner two out of a total of 12 to lift the immunity of an Arab member of the Knesset for meeting a Palestinian leftist opposition leader in Damascus) lamented that the Arab members of Knesset have no power whatsoever to influence resolutions inside the Knesset and on Israeli politics in general unlike at earlier times when real opposing Knesset members of other parties could side with them, oppose or sponsor favorable resolutions.
·  El Tayebi reckons this is untenable and is bound to change.

· According to El-Tayebi, very seasoned politicians on Israeli politics and Middle Eastern politics, Ehud Barak is the worst and most dangerous member of all members of the Israeli cabinet.  

· Akiva Eldar struck me as very pessimist recounting of the migration of many Israelis including his son.

· Etc.

Above are but glimpses of a long discussion.

What's really striking in all the above, is the deep confusion and sense of a lost direction that an observer gathers listening to these top journalists and politicians.  The Panelists, mainly El-Tayebi and Ben Simon - as Eldar was more dour and quite somber – joked, mostly in the denials of a cynic, very much in line with the famous line of my close friend the late Julian Weber: "When Rape Becomes Inevitable, Relax and Enjoy It."  

The great thing about all this is that in less than two hours from now, I will shift gear into a different world, the world of finance where I will get behind the wheels on my way to Jericho to attend a World Bank sponsored conference on "Financial Risk Management." It is a different risk to the ever intractable confusions of the Middle Eastern security and political risks, however with a clear so-called Basel-II guidelines, it is a risk with a clearer definition and with a well set parameters that help track. 
And Life Continues, or to borrow the all famous ending of the CBS evening news by the legendary, my all times favorite news anchor, the late Walter Cronkite: "And That's The Way It Is."
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