
 

    What’s Next for Palestine? 1 

contact@al-shabaka.org 
 
www.al-shabaka.org 

 
al-shabaka  
the palestinian policy network 

 
  al-shabaka commentary 

 

WHAT’S NEXT FOR PALESTINE?  
 

 By Samah Sabawi 
 

 November 2011 

 
 
The campaign for Palestine to be recognized as a full member of the United Nations has revealed the 
popularity of the Palestinian cause on the international stage, displayed the uncompromising nature of Israel’s 
political leadership, and highlighted the end of the road for the Palestinian Authority, which has made it clear 
that it has no other path to take.  Now that the United States has used heavy pressure and strong diplomatic 
maneuvering to block the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) application for full UN membership in the 
UN Security Council, the question for Palestinians is where should they go from here and how to frame the 
next phase of their struggle.   
   
Palestinians watching this political theatre unfold are not surprised by the inability of UN institutions to take a 
strong stand toward resolving their decades old conflict.  During the Palestinians’ 63 years of dispossession, 
several dozen UN resolutions were directed at Israel over core issues such as refugees, Jerusalem, and 
borders, as well as its unlawful attacks on its neighbors, and its violations of the human rights of the 
Palestinians, including deportations, demolitions of homes, settlement expansion, and confiscation of 
Palestinian land. 
 
 All of these resolutions went unimplemented. Instead, the Palestinians - an occupied people - were for 20 
years made to negotiate with the occupying power over rights to which they were already entitled under 
international law.  
 
Predictably, these negotiations yielded little.  Instead, the Palestinians saw the continued erosion of their 
rights and freedoms and the continued loss of their land.  Israel colonized more than 50 percent of the West 
Bank with Jewish settlements, bypass roads networks, and buffer zones.  When PLO Chairman Mahmoud 
Abbas insisted that Israel at a minimum halt its settlement expansion before the Palestinians continued to 
negotiate, his request was flatly rejected. Now Abbas has played his last card. The UN bid has exposed the 
weakness of the strategy of the Palestinian Authority, which has done the running in the name of the PLO.   
 
The PA strategy rested entirely on the assumption that its good behavior - including collaboration with Israel 
over security, courting international economic institutions, and playing the game by the rulebook would be 
rewarded.  It will not.  U.S. Mideast negotiator Robert Malley and Hussein Agha, a former adviser to the 
Palestinian leadership, warned Palestinian leaders earlier this year, "History is not in the habit of rewarding 
good behavior; it is a struggle, not a beauty contest."    
 
Chief PLO negotiator Saeb Erekat - who publicly resigned his position after the Palestine Papers were leaked 
only to re-emerge after the furor died down and assist with the statehood bid – has offered this insight into the 
PA's strategy: "if we fail we can try again and again and again."  In other words: We are out of options and this is 
the only route we have at our disposal.    
 
Foreign Minister Riyad al-Maliki announced a few days ago that the Palestinians will not accept anything less 
than “a full member state” but the Associated Press later reported that the PA has begun a process of seeking 
an upgrade status at the UN.   The PA is also sending mixed signals about applying for membership of other 
UN bodies such as the World Health Organization, the UN Development Program, the UN Population Fund, 
the Environment Program, the World Food Program and others. 
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While the PA continues to play diplomacy, the Palestinian people have been watching and learning.  Unlike the 
PA/PLO, they recognize that without real leverage, laws and resolutions will never move beyond the paper 
they are written on. The apparent tsunami of support for the Palestinian statehood bid, and the endless 
rhetoric from world nations including the US, Canada, the European Union, and Australia, in support of a two 
state solution, will not bring a Palestinian state into the club of nations any time soon. 
 
Freedom and rights are never offered on a silver platter in the halls of power.  They are earned through mass 
popular movements and organized civil rights struggle.  It is for this reason that more Palestinians are 
embracing civil society’s call for non-violent protests inside the occupied territories and for boycott, 
divestments and sanctions globally, a model based on the South African struggle to end apartheid.  In this they 
have the support of a fast-growing global civil society movement that is willing to take action where 
governments are not and to put a moral and economic cost on Israel’s human rights violations. 
 
With Jewish only settlements growing on Palestinian land faster than anyone can say “two states”, it makes no 
sense for Palestinians to pin their hopes on a state that may never be.  That is why the Palestinian struggle has 
evolved into one that transcends borders and barriers.  The language of the new Palestinian non-violent 
resistance movement is based on human rights and calls for equality, freedom, justice, and democratic 
representation.   
 
Israeli hardliners who have ensured the death of the two-state solution and the demise of the Palestinian state 
need to brace themselves. The voices calling for full Palestinian equality and rights in the land of Palestine-
Israel are sure to become louder.  
 
 
Samah Sabawi is a Palestinian-Australian writer and political analyst.   She is a policy advisor for Al-Shabaka, 
The Palestinian Policy Network and is the Public Advocate for Australians for Palestine 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

Al-Shabaka, The Palestinian Policy Network is an independent, non-partisan, and non-profit organization 
whose mission is to educate and foster public debate on Palestinian human rights and self-determination 
within the framework of international law. Al-Shabaka policy briefs may be reproduced with due attribution 
to Al-Shabaka, The Palestinian Policy Network. For more information visit www.al-shabaka.org or contact us 
by email: contact@al-shabaka.org. 
 


