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OSLO, Jun 15 (IPS) - Women leaders from the Israeli parliament, the Palestinian Authority and the U.S. Congress came together last week to launch a Women's Partnership for Peace in the Middle East. 

The 70 women delegates met in the very room where the partners of the Oslo peace process received the Nobel Peace Prize nine years ago. The meeting was held at the Nobel Peace Institute. 

The conference opened to news of a suicide bombing, a stark reminder of the failure of the last Oslo attempt at peace. 

A peace activist who had worked closely with the Israeli delegation before the conference lost her granddaughter in that suicide bombing, Dena Merriam, convener of the New York-based Global Peace Initiative of Women told IPS. ”She phoned to say, keep the dialogue going, maybe you can save somebody else's granddaughter.” 

In the last round ten years ago, behind the scenes negotiations and face-to- face talks between the PLO (Palestine Liberation Organisation) and the Israeli government resulted in the Oslo Accords of September 1993. Israel recognised the PLO and gradually allowed the organisation's members and leadership to return to some of the occupied territories. The agreements envisaged an interim period of Israeli withdrawal and limited autonomy for the Palestinians in return for peace and an end to Palestinian claims on Israel proper. 

Following that initiative, the 1994 Nobel Peace prize was awarded to Yasser Arafat, then PLO chairman, former Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin and former foreign minister Shimon Peres. 

Now, with the U.S.-backed road map severely dented by the latest round of bloodletting, the prevailing sense among both the Israelis and the Palestinians at the conference held June 12-14 was that they are hopelessly trapped. Both agreed that action needs to be taken, but it was difficult to find common ground on what terrorism and occupation really mean to them. Loud resentment and anger surfaced at the talks. 

The Palestinian side wanted their position as underdog to be recognised. They wanted the Israelis to acknowledge what they called military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. 

”We are fed up with pretty words about peace,” Labiba Habash, head of the Palestinian delegation told IPS. ”Our delegation came to Oslo to make the Israeli side acknowledge that we are not terrorists, but are victims. Peace for us means an end to the occupation and a full stop in the killing of our people..” 

Habash said: ”Our lives are controlled by 18-year old soldiers armed with guns and hatred at the checkpoints. We live under occupation, and cannot move freely. In fact only half of our delegation made it to Oslo. The world needs to understand that continued occupation equals continued terrorism.” The Israeli delegates were willing to accept the word occupation, but were not convinced that withdrawal of the army would end terror attacks against Israeli civilians. 

”I agree that occupation is like a cancer for both of us,” said Colette Avital, Labour Party member of the Knesset (the Israeli parliament) and spokesperson for the Israeli delegates. ”But the Palestinians forget that we suffer too. As long as the suicide bombs keep killing our people we cannot find lasting solutions to the conflict. The war they lead against us is unfair. No army in the world can deal with human bombs and a massive guerilla movement. There were Palestinian terrorists even before 1948, and I am not convinced the terror will stop if the occupation ends.” 

These issues need to be handled on a pragmatic rather than emotional level, Avital told IPS. ”We need to get past the all-or-nothing attitude, and both sides need to give, in order to find a solution.” Avital pointed to gains despite the differences. ”We have shed quite a few tears during our talks,” she said at the end of the conference. ”But the remarkable thing is that we have not cried over our own worries, but rather the pain expressed by others.” 

Noeleen Heyzer, executive director of United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) emphasised the key role women must play in peace building worldwide. 

”Only by including women at all levels of the decision-making process can we find peace,” she said in her opening remarks. ”We cannot let peace slip into the hands of warring tribes. The nature of warfare has changed. Eighty percent of war victims are civilians, this means women and children. The numbers of child- soldiers is increasing, the intermingling between civilians and militia groups is increasing, and only women can disarm their children.” 

A direct outcome of the Oslo conference was an initiative by Sheila Jackson Lee (Democrat) from the U.S. Congress, for women representatives from both Israel and Palestine to travel to Capitol Hill for talks with women members of the U.S. Congress. ”We have not begun the Middle East peace process from the right end,” Lee told IPS. ”By involving only high-ranking political leaders we have not connected with the people, and consequently there is no peace.” 

Both the Israeli and Palestinian side agreed that outside involvement was essential for the peace process to be successful. But they could not agree where this should come from. Avital said she preferred a U.S.-lead initiative to a European one. ”The Europeans tend to be pro-Palestine, and that is not a neutral starting point for peace talks.” 

Both sides agreed that peace cannot come without the leadership of women.. ”Women have an important role to play that has not been fully recognised yet,” said Merriam. ”They are mothers, and watch as their children get killed in the conflict.” But peace talks need to be based on merit, not gender, said Habash. ”Men are still the major stakeholders, and we need to work with them,” she said. 

The dialogue will continue. Both sides agreed to meet in Jerusalem for further talks in November. 

”Everybody here has their own narrative of violence and pain,” said Merriam. ”But during these meetings we have been able to transcend some of the tears and the hatred. Women from both sides of the conflict have sat down and talked about practical solutions to the current turmoil.” 
