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The Peace Process in Northern Ireland and Its Applicability to the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 

After centuries of British rule Ireland was granted independence following the partition of the island into the Republic of Ireland in the south and six counties in the north which were to remain a part of the United Kingdom.  Subsequently, the Catholic population of Northern Ireland was subjected to sectarian violence, discrimination, and disenfranchisement.  The result was the emergence of violent paramilitarism heightening tensions in Northern Ireland in the latter half of the 20th Century.  Similarly, Israel and Palestine have been engaged in conflict since the formation of the Jewish state of Israel in 1948.  Since then territorial acquisitions and settlement of disputed lands have resulted in what has become a seemingly unresolvable armed conflict.  Several attempts at implementing a peace process between Israel and Palestine have proven ineffective and unsuccessful, failing to secure stability in the region.  The peace process in Northern Ireland that occurred between the 1990s and early 2000s was successful in yielding a resolution to decades of violence between paramilitary forces and the British government.  This research project examines the applicability of three fundamental lessons derived from those negotiations including the need for a diplomatic, inclusive, and neutrally mediated peace process in Israel and Palestine.  While some of the existing scholarship maintains that the two conflicts are too fundamentally different for any meaningful comparison to be made, this research project refutes the notion that these two instances lack comparability that would render lessons from the Northern Ireland meaningless to the Israeli Palestinian case. 
Solidarity Movement

Contemporary Irish history is littered with conflict and divisions that at one time seemed interminable.  While the violence that once plagued the region has ceased, the political murals that still cover the sides of buildings and walls across Northern Ireland are reminders of a violent and tumultuous history.  These murals illustrate the ideological causes of Republicans and Unionists alike.  Somewhat surprising, however, are murals likening the nationalistic struggle of Northern Ireland (and the period commonly referred to as the Troubles) to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  These murals express solidarity between nationalists of Northern Ireland and Palestinians, implying a common struggle to overcome political disenfranchisement, social and economic oppression, and colonialism.  A reoccurring theme in these murals is the employment of armed struggle to achieve this common goal.  The solidarity expressed in Northern Ireland implies that perhaps there are indeed similarities between these two seemingly different conflicts.  

Perceived/Superficial Similarities

Similarities indeed exist between the Northern Ireland conflict and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.  First and foremost is the struggle over the legitimacy of a foreign power and a perceived unjust loss of land.  Political, social, religious, and economic oppression are also comparable aspects of the conflicts.  Others call on the role of Hamas in Palestine and Sinn Fein in Northern Ireland as evidence of the conflicts being politically similar.  Both Hamas and Sinn Fein rose to prominence as parties representative of the interests of an unrepresented constituency.  Further, there is the obvious use of violence by non-state actors in an asymmetrical conflict against entities of the government.  In Northern Ireland the IRA perpetuated attacks against British police forces as well as civilian targets.  Similarly, Hamas commits attacks against strategic targets in Israel and has been labeled a terrorist organization internationally.  While these similarities seem obvious and are generally the similarities the political murals point to, there are more valuable comparisons to be made between the conflicts that could potentially render a more productive peace process for Israel and Palestine.         

Historical Context-Northern Ireland

Beginning in 1170 King Henry II of England endeavored to make Ireland a part of the English empire, taking control of a sizable area of land that included contemporary Dublin.  Under Queen Elizabeth in the 17th Century, British rule was extended throughout the country excluding Ulster.  Despite resistance, Ulster too fell and by the 18th Century only 5% of the land in Ulster was owned by Irish Catholics.  The rest had been redistributed to English colonists to farm.  This redistribution of land brought a large Protestant population to Northern Ireland.
  The implementation of a new language, customs, and way of life precluded participation of the native Irish in economy, government, and civil society leaving the native population impoverished and with few political or religious freedoms.  By the 1870s “Belfast’s rapid industrialization brought rural Catholics to what had been essentially a Protestant city, and the resulting competition for jobs, coupled with the poverty, disease, poor housing, and unemployment faced by both communities, had produced riots in 1835, 1843, 1857, and 1864.  The generations that followed continued to express their political dissatisfaction in the streets, and there were riots and disturbances in almost every decade for the next 100 years.”

Both political and armed uprisings occurred over the course of the subsequent 300 years.  The Easter Rising of 1916 began with the issuance of the Proclamation of the Irish Republic by revolt leader Padraig Pearse on April 24, 1916
 which stated, “Irishmen and Irishwomen, in the name of God and the dead generations from which she receives her old tradition of nationhood, Ireland, through us, summons her children to her flag and strikes for her freedom. . . We declare the right of the people of Ireland to the ownership of Ireland, and to the unfettered control of Irish destinies, to be sovereign and indefeasible.”
  Though the Easter Rising was defeated, the desire for sovereignty was a sentiment that was not lost with the execution of the Rising’s leaders.  The executions also drew many to the revolutionaries’ cause and created a vision for a nation whose future would hold political freedom and self-determination.  Following the Rising, this vision was partially realized through the conception an Irish state.  However, six northern counties were left under British authority.  This partition was the precursor for the tensions that would eventually erupt in the 1960s.  

Mirroring the Civil Rights movement in the United States, the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association was formed to demand reform and equality.  Northern Ireland’s Catholic population was regularly the target of sectarian violence and discrimination.  It was this ongoing violence, inequality, and segregation that created an opportunity for the reemergence of the Irish Republican Army (IRA) as a paramilitary organization with republicanism as its cause, and violence as a means of achieving it.  The development of violent paramilitarism in Northern Ireland was the culmination of hundreds of years of colonization and ethnic conflict.  As a primarily poor, underrepresented population, the Catholics of Northern Ireland had little to bargain with politically.  Some hoped for a time when Northern Ireland and Ireland would be united under a sovereign, representative government.  However, because they were relatively disenfranchised, for some the IRA became a mechanism of achieving this goal.  Growing unrest surrounding the civil rights campaign resulted in the British government sending in troops to enforce order.
  These troops became a target of the Provisional IRA and violence carried out by the IRA and other unionist organizations, loyalist groups, and the police forces became commonplace in Northern Ireland.  Journalist John Conroy, who spent much of the late 1970s and early 1980s observing the conflict in Northern Ireland, commented at the time that for residents of Northern Ireland, “The conflict defines their lives.  Men and women say they are Catholic, describing not their churchgoing habits but their political beliefs: they are Irish, not British.  And their lot grows worse each year.  More go to jail.  More are killed or maimed, and others are ruined by alcohol, unemployment, and despair.  Yet many believe they are winning, that they are far closer now to a united Ireland than they were when the latest round of fighting began eighteen years ago.”
  In the early 1970s the average death rate in Northern Ireland was 275 per year in a population of 1.5 million.  From 1976 to 1993 the death rate averaged 75 per year.  In total the death toll amounts to 180 per million per year at the hight of the conflict and 50 per million per year as the conflict stabilized.
  

Historical Context-Palestine

Israel and Palestine have been engaged in conflict since the formation of the Jewish, Israeli state in 1948.  From the conclusion of WWI in 1918 until 1948, Britain retained control of Palestine which became known as British-mandate Palestine.  In 1947, the United Nations recommended the partition of British-mandate Palestine into two separate states, one for Jews and one for Arabs.  Under the direction of the U.N., the state of Israel was conceived in order to give a homeland to the world’s Jewish population which had faced incessant persecution in Europe.  Subsequent fighting broke out between Israel and neighboring Arab countries, forcing 700,000 Arabs to flee what was formerly British-mandate Palestine.  Jordan took control of the West Bank and Egypt took control of the Gaza strip.  Between 1948 and 1967 fighting between Israelis and Arabs was ongoing.  In 1967, full fledged war broke out in what became known as the Six Day War in which Israel gained control of the Sinai Peninsula, the Gaza Strip, the Golan Heights, and the West Bank.  

These territorial acquisitions tripled the amount of land under Israeli control.  Israel immediately began efforts to settle this land which Palestinians regard as a violation of international law.  Resolution 242 was issued by the UN security council in response and required Israel to relinquish the territories it had occupied as a result of the war.  Resolution 242 also calls for the state of Israel to acknowledge the “sovereignty, territorial integrity and political independence of every state in the area and their right to live in peace within secure and recognized boundaries free from threats or acts of force.”
  

In 1973, further armed conflict erupted in what became known as the Yom Kippur War when Egypt and Syria launched an attack on Israeli forces in the Sinai Peninsula and the Golan Heights.  The UN immediately called for a ceasefire.
  In 1978 Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin and Egyptian President Anwar Sadat signed the Camp David Accords which returned the Sinai to Egypt in an effort to resolve the ongoing disputes between Israel and its Arab neighbors.  In December of 1987, an Intifada, or Palestinian uprising, occurred in Gaza and the West Bank.  This marked one of the first widely supported, civilian uprisings against Israeli occupation by Palestinians.  Between 1987 and 1993, 20,000 people were killed in the violence.  The Oslo Accords ended the first Intifada in 1993 and granted limited autonomy to the PLO in Gaza and the West Bank.  The second Intifada began in 2000 and lasted until 2005.

Settlement activity remains a primary threat to Israeli and Palestinian peace as violence against Arabs perpetrated by Israeli settlers is occurring with increased frequency.  “According to UN investigations, in 2011, extremist settlers launched almost 300 attacks on Palestinian property, causing over 100 Palestinian casualties and destroying or damaging about 10,000 trees of Palestinian farmers.  The UN has also reported that violent incidents against Palestinians have proliferated, rising from 200 attacks in 2009 to over 400 in 2011.”
  Daniel Byman and Natan Sachs, authors of The Rise of Settler Terrorism attribute this to a “profound breakdown in discipline, with extremists now beyond the reach of either Israeli law enforcement and the discipline of settler leaders.”
   According to Byman and Sachs “The Israeli government does not support or condone settler violence, but it has failed to adequately combat it. Soldiers have been known to look on as violence occurs, and they sometimes do not aggressively seek the perpetrators after the fact. According to Yesh Din, an Israeli human rights organization, of 781 incidents of settler abuse monitored since 2005, Israeli authorities closed the cases on over 90 percent of them without indictment. And the Israeli newspaper Haaretz has reported that the IDF is currently probing 15 cases, all of which took place between September 2000 and December 2011, of Israeli soldiers witnessing clashes between settlers and Palestinians and failing to intervene.”  

Failure to effectively address and quell these violent actions against the Palestinian population have political ramifications as well.  According to Lev Luis Grinberg, author of Resistance, Politics, and Violence: The Catch of the Palestinian Struggle, “Whenever extremist settlers destroy Palestinian property or deface a mosque, they strengthen Palestinian radicals at the expense of moderates, undermining support for an agreement and delaying a possible accord. Meanwhile, each time Israeli leaders cave in to the demands of radical settlers, it vindicates their tactics and encourages ever more brazen behavior, deepening the government's paralysis. In other words, Israeli violence in the West Bank both undermines the ability of Israel to implement a potential deal with the Palestinians and raises questions about whether it can enforce its own laws at home.”
  The consequences of Israel’s inability and unwillingness to intervene in instances of violence are detrimental to achieving any kind of peace agreement with Palestine.  It also further agitates Palestinian radicals and delegitimizes Israeli authority.  Since the second Intafada, interactions between Palestinians and Israeli civilians have been minimal.  The majority of interactions occur between Palestinians and Israeli settlers and soldiers.  Because the settlers perpetuate violence, and soldiers are often responsible for failing to intervene on behalf of the Palestinian victims, perceptions of Israel continue to worsen.  This again perpetuates the success of both radical Palestinian political and terrorist groups that have no desire to reach peace agreements with Israel.

Legitimate Differences Between the Conflicts

Scholars disagree on the legitimacy of the comparison between the Northern Ireland peace process and a potential Israeli-Palestinian peace process citing several fundamental differences between the two conflicts.  Francesco Cavatora, author of Palestine is not Northern Ireland, but Hamas Might Be Sinn Fein states that, “The problem of interpreting the Israeli-Palestinian conflict through the Northern Ireland analogy is that it does not capture the complexity and originality of such a conflict.  The most salient difference is that the Palestinians of the Occupied Territories are not citizens of the state they contest the legitimacy of and that it is in charge of running their daily life.  Unlike northern nationalists, they do not enjoy any citizenship rights and the Israeli political and military authorities, which Palestinians have no control over and access to, are the supreme decision making authority.”
  Similarly, Boyle and Hadden concur that there are significant differences that need to be acknowledged between the two situations that impact the usefulness of the compression.  They state, “To begin with, the comparison which is most often drawn between Northern Ireland and Palestine may not be particularly useful since the objective of complete separation between two communities in conflict, the Jews and the Arabs, is not one which any of the major parties wishes to pursue in Ireland.”
  This difference in goals of the ultimate outcome of the two conflicts potentially delegitimizes the comparison.  Further, Thomas Mitchell states that, “The Middle East also had a number of negative factors that were not present in Northern Ireland.  First, was the continual intervention by outside powers to exacerbate the tensions and level of violence.  Damascus and Tehran remain committed to this negative intervention through support of Hezbollah, Hamas, and other Palestinian groups.  Second, continued settlement and colonization of the West Bank by Israel led to a drop in Palestinian support for the peace process.  The status quo to be negotiated was continually changing throughout the Oslo process.  Third, the unstable political systems of both Israel and the Palestinians made it easy for extremists to disrupt the peace process.  And topping the list off was that Northern Ireland had an effective mediation mechanism - dual mediation- and the Middle East did not.”
  These three primary differences between the conflicts has resulted in disagreement regarding the applicability of lessons derived from the peace process in Northern Ireland as a meaningful guide to seeking peace between Israel and Palestine.  However, while it is clear that the Israel-Palestinian conflict is incredibly complex and not easily resolved, these differences lend themselves to potential modifications to the current avenues being pursued by Israel and Palestine to achieve peace.  

The Northern Ireland Peace Process (1993-1998)

1993 marked the beginning of negations to initiate a ceasefire in Northern Ireland.  “Talks began between John Hume, the leader of the Social Democratic and Labour Party, which represents a majority of Catholic nationalists in Northern Ireland and has always opposed violence, and Gerry Adams, the leader of Sinn Fein, which secures about one-third of Catholic/nationalist votes and has close links the IRA.  These talks and the so called ‘Hume-Adams document’ delivered to the Irish government in mid-September appeared to lead directly to the intergovernmental Downing Street Declaration agreed by the Prime Minister and the Irish Taoiseach on 15 December 1993.”
  The Downing Street Declaration set parameters for the participation of organizations such as Sinn Fein (the political wing of the IRA).  This involvement was contingent upon the declaration of a cease fire by the IRA and stated that, “The British and Irish Governments reiterate that the achievement of peace must involve a permanent end to the use of, or support for, paramilitary violence.  They confirm that, in these circumstances, democratically mandated parties which establish a commitment to exclusively peaceful methods and which have shown that they abide by the democratic process, are free to participate fully in democratic politics and to join in dialogue in due course between the Governments and the political parties on the way ahead.”
  As a result the IRA declared a ceasefire on August 31, 1994.  Loyalist paramilitary groups followed suit declaring their own cease fire six weeks later.
  This progress laid the foundation for The Good Friday Agreement which finalized the peace process in Northern Ireland.  The Good Friday agreement established “proposals for a Northern Ireland Assembly with a power-sharing executive, new cross-border institutions with the Republic of Ireland and a body linking devolved assemblies across the UK with Westminster and Dublin. The Republic of Ireland has also agreed to drop its constitutional claim to the six counties which formed Northern Ireland. There were also proposals on the decommissioning of paramilitary weapons, the future of policing in Northern Ireland and the early release of paramilitary prisoners.”

 Reasons for success in Northern Ireland 
“First, Northern Ireland had a prominent nationalist party, the SDLP, which eschewed violence and believed in change through consent.  It was the SDLP that negotiated the Good Friday agreement with the Ulster Unionists.  Second, the republican community had grown tired of the armed struggle and so was not willing to support the dissident republicans in their desire to continue the “long war”. . . After 1997 Sinn Fein was committed to winning as much as it could through the threat of violence but without actually returning to violence.  Fourth, London as the sovereign in Northern Ireland was willing to put pressure on the unionists.”

Current State of Negotiations between Israel and Palestine
Over the course of the last two decades brokering peace between Israel and Palestine has proved to be an arduous and tumultuous process.  Adopted in September of 1993, the Declaration of Principles on Interim Self-Government Arrangements (DOP), more commonly known as the Oslo Accords, were at the time believed to be the most significant step towards negotiating a settlement since the conflict began.  “The DOP provided for Palestinian self-rule in the entire West Bank and Gaza Strip for a transitional period not exceed five years, during which Israel and the Palestinians would negotiate a permanent peace settlement.  During this interim period the territories would be administered by a Palestinian Council, to be freely and democratically elected after the withdrawal of Israeli military forces from both the Gaza Strip and from the populated areas of the West Bank.”
  The DOP also stipulated that Israel would maintain control of the newly formed borders and of Jewish settlements in the Gaza Strip.  The status of contested areas such as Jerusalem and Temple Mount would be determined during the final negotiations of the peace process.

The Oslo Accords did not prove to be the enduring apparatus for peace that the Israeli government and perhaps the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) had hoped it would be.  A primary contention between the two governments was the opportations of the military wing of Hamas, the Al-Qassam Brigades (EQB) whom the Israelis believed to be responsible for terrorist attacks perpetrated against its citizens.  Following the issuance of the DOP in 1993 Hamas claimed responsibility for a series of attacks against Israelis including car bombings and suicide bombings.
  By March of 1996 160 Israelis had been killed in terrorist attacks.

Dissatisfaction with the failures (and what was viewed by some as unwillingness) of Yassir Arafat and the PLO at curtailing the terrorist activities of Hamas resulted in wide reaching disillusionment with the DOP by Israelis.  Further, “seen from Gaza and the West Bank, Oslo’s legacy read like a litany of promises deferred or unfulfilled.  Six years after the agreement, there were more Israeli settlements, less freedom of movement, and worse economic conditions.  Powerful Palestinian constituencies-the intellectuals, security establishment, media, business community, “state bureaucrats”, political activists-whose support was vital for any peace effort were disillusioned with the results of the peace process, doubtful of Israel’s willingness to implement signed agreements. . .”
  

The ensuing development in the peace process was the Camp David summit which convened in July of 2000 in the United States.  The summit proved to be fruitless in many respects.  Israeli’s initial offer was touted as generous and unprecedented yet was rejected by Arafat and Palestinian negotiators as were all subsequent offers.  The Taba Summit followed in 2001 in an attempt to negotiate what the Camp David summit could not.  Negotiations again ended with the election of Prime Minister Ariel Sharon.  Escalated violence continued to occur including what was called the Seder massacre in 2002 in which 30 Israelis were killed by a suicide bomber.
  Following a stroke, Sharon was replaced by Ehud Olmert who partook in the Annapolis Conference which outlined a two state peace solution.
  The last several years have seen periods of violent confrontation and minimal significant movements towards peace.         

A Political Solution

The ultimate lesson from Northern Ireland to be applied to Israel and Palestine is that because of its asymmetrical nature, this conflict cannot be won militarily.  A peaceful, political solution between Palestine and Israel is the only viable option to achieve peace.  Further, in the instances of both Northern Ireland and Israel-Palestine, stability was not and cannot be achieved merely by the absence of violence.  Both conflicts have seen periods of temporary tranquility that were ultimately undone due to various circumstances and actions perpetrated by paramilitary groups over unresolved disputes, the outcomes of which were deemed to be of consequence to their cause.  Adrian Guelke, author of The Peace Process in South Africa, Israel and Northern Ireland: a Farewell to Arms?, states that periods of tranquility rarely result in lasting peace because of the persistent fear that intercommunal violence will eventually continue, resulting in an unchanging antagonistic relationship between the communities despite the absence of actual violence.
  In regards to violence, the mentality of many Irish Republicans prior to the peace process is illustrated by IRA hunger striker Terence McSwiney who stated, “The contest on our side is not one of rivalry or vengeance but of endurance.  It is not those who can inflict the most, but those who can suffer the most will conquer.”
  Guelke argues that legitimate peace is fostered when the cycle of violence between two communities is broken.  Thus, when acts of violence are perpetrated against a community they are treated as actions of an individual punishable by a judicial authority.  Such incidents would not evoke any retaliation or escalation by either community that would potentially compromise peace.
  Particularly useful in this comparison is the acknowledgement and understanding that while setbacks may occur, these actions are not representative of an entire community.          

In Northern Ireland upon the realization that continued, escalated violence would not result in any political gains, both loyalist and nationalist goals changed allowing for higher values than merely sovereignty to be acknowledged.  “One ex-IRA prisoner commented that republicans had come to believe that a united Ireland would not be achieved through force but “through Europeanization,” adding “of most immediate importance to me would be things like equality, an end to religious discrimination.”  Likewise, according to a former loyalist inmate, loyalists now realized that, “no country was independent economically.”
  In Ireland, the political solution coupled with the economic benefits of the European Union proved to be important factors for facilitating peace.  Similarly, the economic benefits of a political solution could potentially trump the Palestinians’s, and Hamas’s in particular, desire to continue a military fight.   

An Inclusive Solution

The success of the Downing Street Declaration is owed to its inclusiveness of all parties who shared an interest in the outcome of the peace process.  “It included a commitment by the British and Irish governments to accepting Sinn Fein and other democratically mandated parties as legitimate participants in all party talks on a new constitutional settlement on the basis of ‘a permanent end to the use of, or support for, paramilitary violence’ and a ‘commitment to exclusively peaceful methods and . . . The democratic process’.  In associated statements the British government also undertook to engage in direct talks with Sinn Fein representatives on the practical consequences of ending violence within three months of a cessation of violence.”
 Despite initial resistance from Sinn Fein and debate within the party, on August 31, 1994 the IRA Army Council announced a ‘complete cessation of military operations”
  A similar inclusiveness of the many actors in the conversation both Israeli and Palestinian could result in the most effective means of cooperation and ending violence.

The failures of the Oslo Accords can be blamed in part on a lack of inclusiveness of the major representative parties functioning in Palestine.  While negotiations occurred between Yasser Arafat (PLO) and the Israeli government, groups such as Hamas were excluded from the process.          Hamas continued to perpetrate attacks on Israel, hindering the stability that the Oslo Accords had the potential to offer.  Israel’s faith in Arafat dwindled as he was seemingly unable and unwilling to restrain Hamas.

The Downing Street Agreement brought Sinn Fein and thus, the IRA on board and ultimately resulted in the deescalation of violence in Northern Ireland.  Similarly, offering a role in the resolution of the conflict to Hamas could potentially do the same for Palestine as peace cannot be reached while Hamas continues to pursue its objectives through paramilitarism.   

A Neutrally Mediated Solution

As peace talks between Palestine and Israel continue to fall short despite the best efforts of John Kerry and the American government it has become increasingly apparent that a lack of trust exists between the Palestinians and the American mediators and of course, Israel.  As Cavatora stated, “The United States is completely discredited in the eyes of Palestinians as a potential mediator.”
  In order to combat this serious hinderance to a meaningful peace process some scholars suggest that the United States step back from its role in resolving this conflict.  Mitchell suggests, “Rather than artificially trying to make the United States more “even handed”, Washington should adopt the mediation form successfully used in Northern Ireland and use Europe as a natural balance.  The Europeans because of guilt over colonialism, sympathy for the Palestinians, and dependence on Middle Eastern oil are naturally more sympathetic to the Arab side.  Using the Clinton parameters as a starting point Washington and Brussels could easily develop a Middle East version of the Downing Street Declaration as the basis of a future joint peace effort.”

The implications of employing the United States as a mediator have been detrimental in creating the trust that is necessary to ensure peace.  The failure of the Camp David Summit in 2000 is in part due to Arafat’s fear of an “American-Israeli collusion to impose a solution on the Palestinians.  The Palestinians did not consider the Americans in general and President Clinton in particular an impartial mediator and attempted to evade the summit altogether, with Arafat telling Secretary of State Madeline Albright that they needed more time for preparations.”
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