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Since its inception in March 2002 at the Arab 
summit Conference in Beirut the Arab Peace 
Initiative (henceforth: API) has become the Arab 
and Islamic states’ paradigm for the resolution 
of the conflict with Israel (in the Islamic arena 
- through the Organization of the Islamic 
Conference, associating 57 states).

Thus, the Arab Summit Conferences which were 
established in 1964 in order to preserve first of 
all the axiomatic aim of the liquidation of the 
state of Israel (epitomized by the “Three No’s”) 
of the Khartoum Conference in September 1967) 
have laid since March 1967 the parameters for 
the finalization of the conflict with Israel. 
The collective adoption of the API culminated in 
an accumulative process which has begun in the 
wake of 1973 War – originating in the Strategy 
of Phases interpreted creatively by the Egyptian 
president, Sadat, as allowing for a separate place 
treaty with Israel, through the acceptance of the 
“Fez Plan” in September 1982. But it is clear that 
the endorsement of the API since 2003 as the 
“measure of all things” concerning the political 
settlement can be considered as a turning point 
in the collective Arab attitude towards Israel. 
It is remarkable that this substantial development 
had been accepted since then without any 
considerable protest and resentment by Arab 
public opinion as a whole. Otherwise, the Arab 
powers to be would not have been able to renew 
their allegiance yearly from 2002 onwards to 
the API.
In this paper I will endeavor to discuss and 
analyze the content and the context of the API 
from various angles: the local, the regional, and 
the international. I will conclude by addressing the 
implications of the API for the European arena.
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The API: text and context

Literally, the principles of the text of the API are as 
follows: full and comprehensive peace settlement 
with Israel in return for full withdrawal of Israel 
to the “lines of 4th of June 1967” (according to 
the phrasing of the API). The Arab states would 
grant Israel “natural relations” (i.e. normalization) 
and the finalization of the conflict, and Israel 
would have to return, as mentioned, to the lines 
of 4th June 1967 in the “Syrian Golan”, South 
Lebanon, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip 
where a sovereign Palestinian state would be 
established with “East Jerusalem” as its capital. 
The problem of the Palestinian refugees would be 
solved in “a just and agreed upon” way according 
to the UN General Assembly resolution no.194.

Let us sort out what is committed and what is 
omitted in the text of the API:
1. For the first time, the Arab side accepts 

collectively the principles of normalization and 
the end of conflict with Israel. It is emphasized 
in the preamble that the “Arab states are 
convinced that the military solution to the 
conflict has achieved neither the peace nor the 
security for any of the parties”. For comparison 
- the much earlier Arab plan – the Fez Plan 
(September 1982) – enrolled the onus of 
concessions onto a third party – the Security 
Council - for giving “guarantees for peace”. 

2. The key-concept of “right of return” of the 
Palestinian refugees is absent literally from 
the API. But it is stated that the solution of 
the “problem of the Palestinian refugees” 
must be “agreed upon”. It means that the 
solution of this problem must be achieved 
bilaterally in the framework of an agreement 
with Israel. This statement stands in sheer 
contradiction to resolution 194 which 
empowers exclusively the individual refugee 
himself to choose and decide between return 
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or compensation. Thus, the mentioning 
of resolution 194 simultaneously with the 
phrase “agreed upon” creates a new and 
productive interpretation of resolution 194. 

3. The traditional and consistent demand from 
Israel to withdraw from all the settlements 
built after 1967 is absent in the API. Indeed, 
Israel had to withdraw to the 4th June 1967 
lines, but the omission of the recurring call of 
withdrawing all the settlements is meant, in 
my opinion, to leave room for minor territorial 
modifications in the framework of swaps. It is 
sufficient to juxtapose the former Arab plan - 
the Fez plan, to the API: while in the earlier 
one, Israel was demanded straightforwardly 
“to withdraw from all the settlements in the 
occupied territories after 1967 war”; here, 
as mentioned, this demand is absent. 

4. As to the issue of the Temple Mount (Al-Haram 
Al-Sharif), nothing is said explicitly in the API 
on this. It is said only that the capital of the 
Palestinian state is “East Jerusalem”. Although 
this omission does not signify whatsoever 
any readiness to surrender the Arab-
Palestinian sovereignty on the sacred site, 
it leaves room for flexibility as far as practical 
arrangements are concerned. Again, just 
compare the traditional reference to Al-Haram 
Al-Sharif to the text of the API: the disparity 
between commission and omission is stark. 

5. In the API the Arab states undertake to 
convince the international arena concerning 
the importance of the API. Most important is 
their readiness to launch a campaign among 
the “Islamic states”. They aspire to broaden the 
Arab consensus into an Islamic consensus. 
Indeed , all the Islamic conferences and the 
meetings of the foreign ministers of the 57 
states affiliated with the Organization of the 
Islamic Conference (OIC) after March 2002 
included in their authoritative resolutions 
unequivocal support in the API and the “Road 
Map” (following April 2003). Iran, as an Islamic 
state, took part in all these conferences and 
meetings and did not raise any objection to 

“Literally, the principles of the text 
of the API are as follows: full and 
comprehensive peace settlement with 
Israel in return for full withdrawal of 
Israel to the “lines of 4th of June 1967” 
(according to the phrasing of the API). 
The Arab states would grant Israel 
“natural relations” (i.e. normalization) 
and the finalization of the conflict, 
and Israel would have to return, as 
mentioned, to the lines of 4th June 1967 
in the “Syrian Golan”, South Lebanon, 
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip where 
a sovereign Palestinian state would be 
established with “East Jerusalem” as 
its capital.”
“In the API the Arab states undertake 
to convince the international arena 
concerning the importance of the API. 
Most important is their readiness to 
launch a campaign among the “Islamic 
states”. They aspire to broaden the 
Arab consensus into an Islamic 
consensus.”
“All the radical circles among 
the Arab and Islamic world (i.e. the 
Muslim Brothers, Hamas, Hezbollah, 
Iran, Al-Qaida – not withstanding the 
substantial differences between them) 
reject the API in theory and practice.”
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it. This fact reflects the reluctance of Iran to 
deviate from the Islamic camp in a way that 
will demonstrate its exception as a Shi’ite 
and non-Arab state. At the same time Iran 
made it clear outside the OIC that it rejects 
any recognition of the “Zionist Regime” 
reflected in the resolutions of the OIC. This 
duplicity of Iran indicates its apprehension 
of the capability of the Arab and Islamic 
consensus to isolate Iran by means of the 
API, or alternatively – the capability to deter 
Iran from rejecting the API. Beyond this, on 
the more general level, it is significant that 
the main organization of the Islamic states 
does not see any contradiction between 
its understanding the edicts of Islam and 
a full resolution of the conflict with Israel. 
Hence, according to the consensus of 57 
Islamic states, the Islam as a religion and a 
culture, does not constitute in principle, any 
impediment for such a compromise. This 
attitude negates totally the interpretation 
of the Muslim Brothers Movement and 
its branch within Palestine – the Hamas.  

6. It must be emphasized that the API is 
more a sort of algebraic formula which 
has to be filled with mathematical values. 
But the readiness to present these 
parameters as a kind of a gambit even 
before the negotiations, reflects its potential. 

7. All the radical circles among the Arab and 
Islamic world (i.e. the Muslim Brothers, Hamas, 
Hezbollah, Iran, Al-Qaida – not withstanding 
the substantial differences between them) 
reject the API in theory and practice. For them 
the API is a substantial constraint and not a 
vested interest as seen by most of the Arab 
and Islamic states. This radical attitude can be 
considered as a yardstick for understanding 
the depth of the change embodied in the API. 

8. The API is not restricted only to the local 
Palestinian arena. It has important regional 
ramifications and can serve as leverage for 
establishing a coalition in face of acute threats 
coming from both the radical Shia (headed 

by Iran) and the radical Suna (embodied by 
the Muslim Brothers and the Global Jihad). 
In this respect, the API is more relevant 
at present than it was at its birth in 2002. 

9. As a collective initiative, the API is 
comprehensive: in addition to the Palestinian 
arena, it encompasses also the Golan Heights 
and the Shaba region in South Lebanon. On 
the face of it, there must be a close linkage 
and even simultaneity in dealing with all 
the different regions. But it seems that this 
interpretation is too strict and literal. It is clear 
that the moderate Arab Center, headed by 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan, gives clear 
priority to the advancement in the Palestinian 
channel. For them, the resolution of the conflict 
with Israel is identical first and foremost with 
the resolution of the Palestinian problem. 

10. Beginning with Yasser Arafat in 2002 and 
followed by Abu-Mazen, the PLO and the 
Palestinian Authority fully accepted the 
API. It demonstrates how a supportive 
Arab environment and an over-all Arab 
responsibility facilitate for the Palestinian 
side the adoption of attitudes that otherwise, 
on their own, would be very difficult to accept.

Let us delve into and elaborate on some of the most 
important issues in the API by trying to combine 
both the textual and the contextual dimensions.
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The Palestinian refugees issue in the API

The reference to the solution of the problem of 
the Palestinian refugees establishes a new and 
creative predisposition which may facilitate a 
new interpretation.
In order to clarify the change, we must return to 
the text of the UN General Assembly Resolution 
194 (article 11):”…the refugees wishing to 
return to their homes and live at peace with their 
neighbors should be permitted to do so at the 
earliest practical date, and that compensation 
should be paid for the property of those choosing 
not to return…” (My emphasis).
The highlights of Resolution 194 are manifested in 
the two terms: the “wishing” and the “choosing” of 
the refugees themselves. It is up to the individual 
refugee to decide a return or compensation. For 
many years since 1948 this fundamental principle 
had become the cornerstone of the Palestinian 
and Arab position on the refugees’ problem. 
And here exactly lies the main constructive 
innovation of the API concerning the refugees’ 
problem: the achievement of a ”just solution to 
the Palestinian refugee problem” must be “agreed 
upon in accordance with UN resolution 194”. In 
spite of the seemingly clumsy language, it is clear 
that the exclusive burden to decide on this issue 
is taken from the refugee and is subordinated to 
the agreement between the two parties, namely 
Israel and the PLO/Palestinian Authority. 
This is exactly the interpretation of the PLO 
Negotiations Affairs Department (headed by Saeb 
Erakat): “The API ensures that through a process 
of negotiations, Israel’s concerns will be taken into 
account in deciding how the resolution [i.e. 194 
Resolution]. The initiative provides a framework 
for a ‘agreed upon’ solution to the refugee 
problem with all the relevant parties, including 
Israel” (In Arabic, Hebrew and English. See the 
web of PLO Negotiations Affairs Department: 
www.nad-plo.org). 
This is understood identically by Hamas. From the 
first day of the API, Hamas has attacked harshly 
the API for the abrogation of the “sacred right of 
return”, and denounced “the transference of the 
issue of the right of return to the negotiation table 
and the demand to implement it through mutual 

understanding and agreement with Israel”. (Al-
Quds, East Jerusalem, 29 March 2002). Hence, 
in the eyes of the Hamas, the expression “agreed 
upon”, attached to the solution of the refugee 
problem in the API, is tantamount to a shameful 
betrayal, and for this reason Hamas sanctifies 
the literal and original wording of Resolution 194, 
empowering exclusively the refugee himself to 
determine his fate. 
Neither is there a contradiction between the 
“agreed upon” clause in the API and the clause 
about “the rejection of all forms of Palestinian 
patriation (In Arabic “tawtin”) in the Arab host 
states: first, the rejection of the “tawtin” does 
not contradict the return of the refugees to 
the Palestinian state side by side with Israel. 
Second, this rejection is not categorical in the 
API but conditioned upon “the special situation 
of the Arab host states”. Therefore, in places 
and circumstances where there is no such 
contradiction the Palestinian would stay as 
citizens (for instance, in Jordan which absorbed 
up to a third of all Palestinians in the world). 

“The reference to the solution of the 
problem of the Palestinian refugees 
establishes a new and creative 
predisposition which may facilitate a 
new interpretation.
In order to clarify the change, we must 
return to the text of the UN General 
Assembly Resolution 194 (article 
11):”…the refugees wishing to return 
to their homes and live at peace with 
their neighbors should be permitted 
to do so at the earliest practical date, 
and that compensation should be paid 
for the property of those choosing not 
to return…””
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The testimony of the rejectionists

An important point of view on the API is that 
of its rejectionists from inside (Hamas, Islamic 
Jihad, the Popular Front) and from outside (Iran, 
Hezbollah, Muslim Brothers, the Global Jihad). 
By rejecting it, they attest to the long distance 
and the sheer disparity between the traditional 
and axiomatic attitude and that of the API. The 
fact that most of the rejectionists come from the 
extremist Islam (either Suna or Shia) impels 
them to tag it not only as a political mistake and 
blunder, but also as a religious transgression 
and heresy. 
The rejectionists spurn totally what they discern 
as the central rationale of the API: the equation 
between the end of the conflict with Israel and 
the end of the territorial occupation of 1967. 
Inherent in this equation is, in their opinion, a 
fatefully mistaken differentiation between the 
origins of the conflict in the past and the causes 
of its persistence at present. They criticize harshly 
the API for focusing exclusively on the present 
and neglecting the “original sins” which are the 
authentic and only valid causes. 
Thus, for instance, the leader of the Islamic 
Jihad, Ramadan Shalah, quipped that the API 
is worse than the Balfur declaration: while in the 
last one “those who are not owners of Palestine 
(meaning – Britain) gave to those who are not 
entitled (meaning – Zionism)”, in the API, “the 
owners of Palestine (the Palestinians and the 
Arabs) gave to those who are not entitled (Israel)” 
(the website of the Islamic Jihad, 12 December 
2008, www.qudsnews.net/mkblt/205.htm).
Hamas’ attitude towards the refugees issue in 
the API was mentioned above, but as a whole 
Hamas is not tired of calling the Arab states 
and the Palestinian Authority to renege on this 
exercise in futility, called the API. In spite of 
the fact that the API is equivalent in the eyes 
of Hamas to the “Road Map”, it is easier for 
Hamas to dismiss the “Road Map” than the Arab 
and Islamic consensus embodied in the API. 
The “Road Map” is considered by Hamas as 
imposing conditions from outside by “foreigners” 
(the Quartet), while it is not so with the API, 
because here Hamas retires from the Arab and 

Islamic ranks. 
The most important evidence concerning the 
significance of the API appeared in the resolutions 
of the Arab Summit convened in Doha, Qatar 
(March 2009). A footnote was added as an 
integral part of the text of the API saying that 
“Libya stressed its reservation from the API 
because it fulfills neither the establishment of 
the democratic state over all the Palestinian 
land nor the return of Palestinian refugees”. 
Libya, hosting the last Arab Summit in March 
2010 reiterated its position by adding again its 
reservation as a footnote to the API. Summing 
up this point: the reservation of Libya, is another 
manifestation of the collective position of all the 
other states.

“An important point of view on the 
API is that of its rejectionists from 
inside (Hamas, Islamic Jihad, the 
Popular Front) and from outside (Iran, 
Hezbollah, Muslim Brothers, the Global 
Jihad). By rejecting it, they attest to the 
long distance and the sheer disparity 
between the traditional and axiomatic 
attitude and that of the API.”



6

www.iepn.org

Does the API constitute a dictate?

Sometimes, it is argued that the API constitutes 
a dictate whereby Israel has to withdraw first and 
only afterwards the Arab side would consider 
whether it is ready to reciprocate. But on the 
contrary it must be emphasized that the principal 
conditional phrase in Arabic – the word “itha” – is 
totally absent from the Arabic origin. While the 
word ”muqabil” (parallel, simultaneous) appears 
twice in the preamble characterizing the political 
process and settlement.
The PLO Negotiations Affairs Department 
addressed clearly and explicitly the argument 
concerning the dictate and dismisses this 
contention categorically. Moreover, the 
Department emphasizes that the “Road Map” 
of the Quartet creates the mechanism for 
the implementation of the API. It means that 
the “Road Map” and the API are entwined 
and complementary. If so, the API cannot be 
characterized as a dictate. All the parties, including 
Israel, acknowledge that the “Road Map” is based 
on a reciprocal process. Therefore, it applies as 
well to the API. The Quartet acknowledged it by 
referring positively to the API in the “Road Map”. 
The combination between the API and the “Road 
Map” has become an international norm as it is 
attested in the Security Council Resolution no. 
1515 (November 2003). 
It is noteworthy to mention that the Arab and 
Palestinian rejectionist of the API raised an 
identical contention, but from their point of 
view: they argued that the Arab readiness to 
talk about the finalization of the conflict and 
the normalization prior to the negotiations and 
while Israel ignores totally the initiative, inflicts 
irreversible blunder because it gives Israel the 
substantial concessions before the negotiations.

The centrality and precedence
of the Palestinian issue

I noted above that the moderate Arab center gives 
the highest precedence to the advancement of the 
Palestinian channel. It is not accidental, therefore, 
that the great bulk of the API is dedicated in 
quantity and in quality to the Palestinian issue. 
Without the Palestinian issue the API would 
lose its gist, while it would survive without the 
Syrian channel. The indications for this attitude 
are numerous. A sample would suffice here. In 
several interviews (al-Sharq Al-Awsat, 31 May 
2009; 4 March 2010) the Egyptian foreign minister 
Ahmad Abu al-Ghait stated that Egypt urged the 
U.S. “to focus on the Palestinian file because 
it has precedence”. In another key-interview 
he presented the Egyptian strategy (which is 
accepted, according to him, by Saudi Arabia and 
Jordan). He emphasized that the main existential 
threat is derived from the Iranian effort to strive 
for hegemony (in Arabic – “haymana”) within 
the Arab arena, exploiting the political void in 
the Palestinian issue. 
Hence, according to him, the optimal response 
to the Iranian threat is not a military one, but a 
diplomatic-political one, namely – containing and 
isolating Iran in the Arab and Islamic domain and 
neutralizing (in Arabic – “tahiid”) its capability to 
project its hegemony beyond its borders. The 
preferred means to achieve this aim, according 
to al-Ghait, is the implementation of the API, 
and first and foremost – the resolution of the 
Palestinian issue – in order to block Iran from 
intervening through its Arab proxies (implicitly – 
he is hinting to the Hamas which brings closer the 
Iranian threat to the borders of Egypt in the Gaza 
Strip). The same motifs recurred in interviews 
and declarations by the king of Jordan, Abdallah, 
and the Saudi foreign minister, Saud al-Faysal.
Support for this approach came – perhaps 
unwittingly – from an unexpected source – the 
Syrian president Bashar Asad: he stressed in an 
interview that a settlement in the Golan would 
solve the territorial dispute, but would not solve 
the essence of the conflict with Israel which is 
located in the Palestinian problem (Al-Khalij, 9 
March 2009). It seems that unintentionally Bashar 
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Asad explicated why the Palestinian channel 
had to take precedence over the Syrian channel. 
 

Concluding remarks - 
The implications for the EU

The API has been established in the Arab and 
Islamic arenas as a generic term for a legitimate 
political settlement with Israel. It reflects both 
their collective predisposition and the principles 
of the position. Its removal from the Arab and 
Islamic agenda would mean the demise of the 
concept of the two-state solution in the Israeli-
Palestinian issue. This exactly is the aspiration 
and operative aim of the radicals in the Arab 
and Islamic worlds headed mostly by the Islamic 
fundamentalist circles, both from the Sunna 
and the Shia. The API is their anathema for all 
conceptual and practical reasons. 
Hence, the fate of the API has most important 
local, regional and international implications. 
Its implementation would strengthen the Arab 
moderate center first of all - by weakening the 
capability of Iran to project its power into the 
Arab world. Just consider, for instance, the very 
realistic scenario that Jordan would be stuck 
between two existential threats: one from the east 
– in the wake of the American withdrawal from 
Iraq and the other from the west – in the wake 
of the collapse of the API and Hamas taking the 
reins in the West Bank. A new menacing Eastern 
Front might be born. Thus, the application of the 
guidelines of the API would solidify a strategic 
coalition between the Arab moderate center 
and Israel, based on the strategic common 
denominator versus Iran and its proxies. 
In the local Palestinian arena, the acceptance of 
the API must be the yardstick for the introduction 
and integration of Hamas into the political 
process. I emphasize the centrality of the API, 
and not the three conditions of the Quartet, due 
to the fact that the Quartet’s conditions are being 
dismissed easily by the Hamas as imposed from 
the outside, while the API is home-grown and its 
rejection exposes Hamas and isolates it within 
the Palestinian, Arab and Islamic arenas.
In the framework of implementing the API, the 
Palestinian channel must precede the Syrian 
one. Addressing the Palestinian issue first would 
focus directly on the core of the conflict which 
is acknowledged also by Syria itself. 

“Without the Palestinian issue the 
API would lose its gist, while it would 
survive without the Syrian channel.”

“The API has been established in 
the Arab and Islamic arenas as a 
generic term for a legitimate political 
settlement with Israel. It reflects both 
their collective predisposition and the 
principles of the position.”

“In the local Palestinian arena, the 
acceptance of the API must be the 
yardstick for the introduction and 
integration of Hamas into the political 
process.”
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In principle, there are two main strategies for 
dealing diplomatically with a conflict: on the one 
hand – the management of it, and on the other 
hand a resolution of the conflict. In its extreme 
version the modus of management of conflicts 
embodies an open-ended expectation for positive 
dynamics in the eyes of the beholder. However, 
faults are exemplified in the chat between 
Alice and the Cheshire Puss in Lewis Carroll’s 
masterpiece:
 Alice: “Would you tell me, please, which  
 way I ought to walk from here?
 Cheshire Puss: That depends a good  
 deal on where you want to get to”
In the Israeli-Palestinian issue the management 
of conflict is reflected in a whole spectrum 
which includes interim arrangements, unilateral 
withdrawal and even the option of a state with 
provisional borders as an end in itself, while all 
these are not tied to a time-table and substance 
which are bound to lead to the resolution of the 
conflict. Those who adopt the parameters of the 
management of conflict tend to think and often 
to delude themselves that they are in charge 
and are able to manage it while the other side 
is being managed. In practice, the variety of this 
model plays (in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict) 
into the hands of the spoilers of the resolution 
model, i.e. Iran, Hizbullah, Hamas, the Muslim 
Brothers and the Islamic Jihad.
Hence, it is high-time to switch over to the model 
which specifies the end-game: the model of 
resolution of the conflict. So much so, when the 
Arab consensus is ripe for it. The API is the best 
example of this attitude on the Arab-Palestinian 
side. The implementation of this overall scheme 
can be divided into a gradual process by being 
connected in a compressed sequence and 
derived deductively from the end-game. 
Therefore, in my opinion, it is the mission of 
the EU to explicate the urgent necessity of 
adopting this attitude which is enshrined in the 
API. This necessity has become a matter of “It’s 
now or never”, otherwise the API is doomed to 
be irrelevant. There is no other way to isolate 
Iran and to repulse its interference in the Arab 
arena, to moderate Hamas or at least some of 
its influential circles. The EU should devise and 

implement the appropriate diplomatic measures 
and platforms which will bring this realization 
home to policy makers and the public. 
Let me conclude with a personal note derived out 
of my analysis: it seems that the API is searching 
for us more than we are searching for it. It is 
high-time to reverse the direction. 
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