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EU-Israeli relations after the Gaza WarA European perspective
Introduction

There is no single and unified European perspective
on Israel, which makes an assessment of the Gaza
war of late 2008-early 2009 particularly problematic.
Over the past decade, a number of pro- and anti-Israeli
lobbies, interest groups and monitoring organisations
have emerged to complicate the conduct of reasoned
public debate and the spread of knowledge about
Israel within Europe. The effect has been to polarise
and characterise much public discussion as being
either intrinsically opposed to the very existence of
Israel, or - from the other side - as being prepared to
defend Israel and Israeli official policy at any cost.
What is pertinent to European perspectives over the
Gaza conflict has been the extent to which prior to
the conflict, the active engagement of these interest
groups had shaped the content and the way in which
public and media debates on Israel take place. Put
simply, these groups attach as much importance to
the motivations and predisposition of those expressing
opinions about Israel or Israeli policy as to the content
of the arguments or views being put forward. As a
result, there is a tendency to ‘shoot the messenger’,
at the expense of engaging in substantive dialogue,
especially over longer term issues. Where serious
and substantive dilemmas facing both EU and Israeli
policy have been raised (as indeed they were in
much of the commentary in Europe over Gaza1), the
core of the argument has often been successfully
deflected towards the perceived bias of the author
or the imbalance of views represented.
At the official, government and collective European
policy level, things are somewhat different. The
European Union’s common positions and actions
towards Israel have followed a dual track. On
side of common positions, the EU’s political and
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diplomatic relations with Israel is intrinsically tied to
shared principles governing the Middle East Peace
Process. These in turn depend for their realisation on
actions undertaken by the Israelis and Palestinians
themselves. The EU’s shared objective for the MEPP
is, in short, ‘a two-state solution with an independent,
democratic, viable Palestinian state living side-byside with Israel and its other neighbours’. This is a
principled, rather than actionable stance, that EU
member states can only seek to influence from outside,
not effect directly themselves. This also applies to
the EU’s positions on international law. In relation
to Israel ‘the EU recognizes Israel’s right to protect
its citizens from attacks, but emphasizes that the
Israeli Government, in exercising this right, should
act within international law.’ 2 Except through public
statements and occasional recourse to the UN, the
EU has failed to find the means to translate this policy
into actionable policy.
Aware of this limitation, since 2004 the elaboration of
the EU-Israel Action Plan under the EU’s European
Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), EU policy has sought
to incentives, rather than cajole successive Israeli
governments into investing more in the search for
peace. The approach has been to progressively
normalise relations with Israel, using a succession
of bilateral agreements, such as the lifting of tariffs
on 95% of Israeli exports of processed goods in May
2008 and the Common Aviation Area approved by
the European parliament in February 2009 (notably
in the period since the Gaza conflict). Over the
past five years, EU-Israeli cooperation over trade,
security, science and technology and access to joint
educational programs has increased well beyond what
is recognized or acknowledged in much public debate
on Europe and Israel. Within the circles described
above, the relationship still tends to be presented in
terms of unfinished historical business, rather than
the substantive links of trust which have been built
up within European and Israeli business, scientific
and security circles.3 Until immediately before the
Gaza conflict, when the European parliament voted
in December 2008 against the proposed additional
protocol to the EU-Israel Action Plan, Israel was still
on-track to negotiate a further tranche of enhanced
status agreements with the EU.
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Much of the improvements in
bilateral EU-Israeli relations
under the ENP took place out of
the public eye, in ways that the
EU could develop separately
from the diplomatic and
political debates over the MEPP
and Israel’s relations with the
Palestinians. One of the main
effects of the Gaza conflict has
been to make that separation
more difficult to sustain.

Impact of Gaza
and the new Israeli government

Much of the improvements in bilateral EU-Israeli
relations under the ENP took place out of the public
eye, in ways that the EU could develop separately
from the diplomatic and political debates over the
MEPP and Israel’s relations with the Palestinians.
One of the main effects of the Gaza conflict has been
to make that separation more difficult to sustain.

One of the less-publicly
advertised casualties of the
Gaza conflict has been the EU’s
new southern regional policy,
the Union for the Mediterranean
– agreed and amplified on in
July and November 2008 by
43 EU and non-EU partners
and associated to the Arab
League. Since January 2009,
the construction of the initiative
has been blocked by protests
over the Gaza conflict, casting
in jeopardy the next stages of
the EU’s regional policy towards
its southern neighbors.

Insofar as European governments, individually and
collectively, objected to Operation Cast Lead in
December 2008-January 2009, it was on the basis
of perceived transgressions by Israel of international
law, the excessive use of force and disquiet over
the humanitarian crisis facing Palestinians through
the closure of Gaza’s borders to official and private
aid. At no stage did EU governments or officials call
into question Israel’s right to self-defense, or the
need for Israel to act firmly against the actions of
Hamas, which along with the US and Israel itself,
the EU deems to be a terrorist organization. It is
equally unlikely that any European government or
judiciary will independently take up the allegations
of war crimes committed by the Israeli Defense
Forces (IDF) during the Gaza conflict, including in
UN reports of the Gaza conflict, on the grounds that
investigations of this kind are best left to the Israeli
authorities themselves.
European public opinion, however, was and continues
to be much more divided over the core legitimacy
of the defensive actions taken by the IDF. As the
conflict went on, European public debate and
demonstrations held across Europe demanded more
of their governments than words of restraint and
disapproval with limited effects on the death toll and
humanitarian situation on the ground. As reactions
have died down, the impact of a residual European
boycott of Israeli goods (with 3-5% of Israel’s total
exports reportedly affected4) and continuing negative
public perceptions of Israeli policy form the backdrop,
if not a key motor, to the adjustments EU governments
now face in relation to the new Israeli government
formed in late March 2009.
Initial reactions to the positioning of the Likud-LaborYisreal Beiteinu coalition have been voiced by the
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Czech Foreign Minster Karel Schwarzenberg on
behalf of the EU presidency, German Chancellor
Angela Merkel, UK Prime Minister Gordon Brown, the
High Representative of the EU’s Common Foreign
and Security Policy (CFSP), Javier Solana and the
President of the European Parliament, Hans-Gert
Pöttering. They all suggest that short of a clear
declaration of support for a two-state solution by
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, the path towards
enhanced relations between the EU and Israel will
be halted or slowed down for the foreseeable future.
First in line to be delayed or suspended is a projected
EU-Israel summit foreseen for May or June 2009,
along with bilateral meetings, such as the GermanIsrael summit delayed until after the summer 2009
recess.5
This does not yet amount to a significant shift in
EU policy, much less a move ‘to isolate’ Israel or
place conditions on its right to exist, as one alarmist
commentator has argued.6 It does suggest, however,
that the balance struck between intensified engagement
with Israel and a principled stand over the MEPP
may need to be rethought over coming months. In
approaching this, it should be noted, it is not so much
the vicissitudes of European public opinion that will
determine the way forward as rescuing the internal
coherence of the CFSP.
One of the less-publicly advertised casualties of the
Gaza conflict has been the EU’s new southern regional
policy, the Union for the Mediterranean – agreed and
amplified on in July and November 2008 by 43 EU
and non-EU partners and associated to the Arab
League. Since January 2009, the construction of the
initiative has been blocked by protests over the Gaza
conflict, casting in jeopardy the next stages of the EU’s
regional policy towards its southern neighbors.

Ways forward

The only major division in the EU-Israeli relationship is
over the future of the Palestinians, and the legal and
other complications that arise from Israel’s continued
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. The recent
EU initiative to clarify the origins of products exported
by Israeli companies from the West Bank in fact
pertains to the internal obligations of EU governments
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What is not well-understood
in Europe is how the implied
alternatives to a two-state
solution would serve the longerterm security interests of Israel
itself. A one-state solution is
understood to be the least
preferred option for Israel
because of the demographic
weight of non-Jewish citizens
this would entail.

to comply with European Community law prohibiting
the sale of goods originating from settlements. In the
absence of a two-state solution, there will continue
to be legal and political barriers of this kind to the
full normalization of the EU’s relations with Israel.
In the near term, much will depend on the formulation
for pursing peace with the Palestinians that the new
Israeli coalition government puts forward in coming
weeks. What seems clear from Foreign Minister
Lieberman’s (legally correct) declaration that the
Israeli government is not bound by the Annapolis
process of 2007-8, is that the new coalition’s default
commitment to the largely moribund ‘road map’
launched in 2003, including peace negotiations with
the Palestinian Authority does not, of itself, include
a commitment to a two-state solution.
What else will frame this policy remains the subject
of media speculation over the deals struck between
different members of the ruling coalition. Prime
Minister Netanyahu has made a personal commitment
to improving the Palestinian economy on the West
Bank, but at the price – according to media reports
– of acquiescing in Avigdor Lieberman’s demands
to continue the ‘highly contentious’ settlement
building on the West Bank site known as ‘E1’.7
Once completed, this settlement would effectively
cut East Jerusalem off from the West Bank, thus
prejudicing Palestinian claims to maintain contiguous
links between the West Bank and East Jerusalem
under an eventual two-state solution.

The EU should thus engage
more closely with Israeli policymakers in security discussions
that focus on the long-term
options facing Israel, and how
Israelis assess the feasibility
of these options themselves.

From an EU perspective, public denunciations of
Israeli settlement activity have consistently failed to
stem their spread. Similar admonitions by the former
US Secretary of State Condaleeza Rice and other
senior US officials deemed to have considerably more
influence with Israeli governments than the EU have
also failed. The recent declaration (12th March 2009)
by the EU presidency expressing the EU’s concern
over Israeli house demolitions in the Palestinian
neighborhoods of Al-Bustan and Silwan adjacent to
the Old City of Jerusalem is the latest in a series of EU
declarations to have had limited or no deterrent effect.
While settlement activity continues, however, the EU
will be legally constrained from fully supporting Israeli
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initiatives to invest further in the Palestinian economy
in the West Bank. Economics without political progress
may work within the internationally recognized borders
of Israel; without the cover of a peace process positing
a two-state outcome, EU governments would face
considerable political and legal challenges from their
own constituencies to associating themselves with
Israeli policy in the West Bank.
This indicates the first requirement of an EU policy
review which is to identify the constants in Israeli
actions on the ground with greater clarity than trying
to second-guess the preferences of new incumbents
in a government which may not survive in office for
more than a few months. If pursuing settlement activity
has been a constant of Israeli governments, whatever
their political persuasion, then it would serve EU
policy better to fully understand the ramifications of
the logic underlying this course of action. If it is a
strategy aimed ultimately at retaining Israeli control
over key areas of the West Bank in ways that would
at best allow for the creation of a highly dependent or
dysfunctional Palestinian state, and at worst preclude
that eventuality altogether, then the EU needs to
comprehend more directly the longer-term vision that
Israeli officials are mapping out for the immediate
region.
What is not well-understood in Europe is how the
implied alternatives to a two-state solution would serve
the longer-term security interests of Israel itself. A onestate solution is understood to be the least preferred
option for Israel because of the demographic weight
of non-Jewish citizens this would entail. Demographic
trends already apparent within Israel today mean that
more than 20% of Israeli citizens are Arab and, with
non-Arab additions, around 25% of Israelis are nonJewish. An indefinite continuation of Israeli occupation
or the containment of Palestinian population in the
West Bank and Gaza is also untenable over the longerterm, as is their removal or inclusion in neighboring
states. As now, a prolonged occupation would continue
to be subject to exploitation by both state and nonstate actors across the wider Muslim and Asian region
to prolong the kind of militant action that threatens
Israel’s security now.
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If a two-state solution remains
a realizable objective within
negotiations renewed with the
Palestinian Authority, then EU
governments could also provide
practical support through
a variety of international
missions, including the kind
of European reinforcements
to UNIFIL capabilities provided
in southern Lebanon after the
2006 conflict with Hezbollah.

The EU should thus engage more closely with
Israeli policy-makers in security discussions
that focus on the long-term options facing Israel,
and how Israelis assess the feasibility of these
options themselves. This would better inform EU
reactions to and engagement with Israeli tactical
moves and strategies that may be less well-thought
through in terms of their longer-term viability than
they may at first appear.
Europe’s own experience of peace-keeping and
asymmetric security operations should also be
promoted as increasingly relevant to the IsraeliPalestinian conflict, especially given the recently
accumulated experience in Iraq and Afghanistan of a
number of European militaries. If a two-state solution
remains a realizable objective within negotiations
renewed with the Palestinian Authority, then EU
governments could also provide practical support
through a variety of international missions, including
the kind of European reinforcements to UNIFIL
capabilities provided in southern Lebanon after the
2006 conflict with Hezbollah.

Israel is only one of two ‘EuroMed’ states (Morocco being
the other) to have achieved
advanced cooperation with
its EU partners. EU diplomacy
is clearly not getting its core
messages through to an
Israeli public that has changed
considerably in composition
and outlook since the early
1990s and the early years of
the Oslo peace process.

The EU should also more consciously link
its diplomacy and political actions to the real
advances made in the bilateral relationship with
Israel. It is no longer accurate to cite the EU as a
friend only of Arab causes and a weak defender
of Israel’s core interests. Israel is only one of two
‘Euro-Med’ states (Morocco being the other) to
have achieved advanced cooperation with its EU
partners. EU diplomacy is clearly not getting its
core messages through to an Israeli public that has
changed considerably in composition and outlook
since the early 1990s and the early years of the Oslo
peace process. Not only does the message have
to change to encompass the new dynamics within
Israel, but the ways in which Europeans engage
with broader sections of Israeli society, including
the private and non-governmental sectors, has to
reflect this.
A key element of this engagement would be to set
the parameters for Israel’s long-term integration
with Europe, not in terms of blunt conditionality, but
in terms of the opportunity costs to Israel of missing
out on deeper EU integration and stalled regional
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initiatives, such as the Union for the Mediterranean.
The choices facing Israel should not, and cannot,
include opting for greater integration with the EU at
the expense of a strategy for eventual integration
with its immediate neighborhood. It is the role of the
EU to make it clear that such a choice does not form
part of the EU’s own strategic interests in the region,
and for the Israeli government to work out the policy
compromises necessary to maximize and build on
the economic and strategic benefits it has already
accrued through its relations with the EU.

The EU need not wait for the
details of US strategy to begin
to articulate its own strategic
priorities for the Middle East,
which are likewise regional.

Finally, it is often believed that the EU cannot
achieve anything in relation to Israel without the
leadership of the US. In a political and short-term
sense this is true. However, over the longer-term,
Israel’s reliance on US budget subsidies to cover
security needs and its trade deficit (45% of which
is with the EU) is not a strategy that will necessarily
continue to ensure Israel’s autonomy of action over
the longer term. President Obama has come into
office broadly supporting a two-state solution, yet
how this will translate into policy requires further
elaboration. However, the direction set by the Obama
administration for the Middle East appears more
regional in conception than country-specific, so the
need to clear the air of old conflicts (above all IsraelPalestine) has risen up the order of priorities. The
EU need not wait for the details of US strategy to
begin to articulate its own strategic priorities for the
Middle East, which are likewise regional. In terms of
its continuing relationship with Israel, these priorities
now need to be set out in ways that are consonant
with simultaneously strengthening its relationships
with other regional partners.
Dr. Claire Spencer, Head, Middle East & North Africa Programme,
Chatham House, London
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