April 19, 2001

The President

The White House

Washington, DC 20500

Dear Mr. President:

I write to express my profound concern over the bloodshed that has consumed the Occupied Territories and Israel since last fall.  Any continuation or escalation of violence will indefinitely derail the peace process and have serious and lasting repercussions for the Palestinian Authority, Israel, our regional allies, and most importantly the United States.  It is of utmost importance that the peace process be restarted under American leadership and that dialogue between the Palestinian Authority and Israel resume at the earliest possible date.  Clearly, now is not the time for America to be less than fully engaged in the peace process, and I urge you to do your utmost to facilitate a just and lasting peace between the Palestinians and Israelis.


The combination of violence, economic turmoil, and diplomatic stalemate has generated anger and disillusionment with the peace process in both the Israeli and Palestinian camps.  These feelings will become further pronounced should the decision to reevaluate America’s role vis-à-vis the peace process be interpreted in the region as American apathy toward it.  The United States is the only nation with the ability to facilitate a settlement that could end this round of violence and broker a comprehensive, long-term agreement between the Palestinians and Israelis. 

As you know, Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak and King Abdullah of Jordan, both key allies and active peace partners, have each expressed serious concerns over a diminished or less visible American role at this time.  There is a great fear that without American leadership, the current conflict will escalate and engulf the region.  Many feel that the region is steadily drifting toward war.  Our allies and millions of people in the region rely heavily on the American commitment to brokering a fair peace and preventing such a war from occurring.

The previous Administration made considerable headway in achieving a lasting peace between Israel and its neighbors, and came very close to completing a comprehensive peace agreement between Israel and the Palestinian Authority.  While such an agreement could not be completed due to an exhaustion of time, a renewed American drive to build upon last year’s progress and finalize a deal could bear fruit.  

The current Palestinian-Israeli crisis is the most serious and prolonged since 1993 and has had numerous negative consequences in the region.  On a human level, the cost in blood has been great.  To date, at least 470 people, mostly Palestinian, have been killed and thousands others have been wounded.  Innocent Palestinian and Israeli lives have been lost due to indiscriminate attacks.    

Economically, both the Occupied Territories and Israel have been hit hard.  The economic situation on the Palestinian side is particularly grim.  Even before the conflict began in October, more than 21 percent of the Palestinian population lived below the poverty line.  The United Nations now estimates that one-third of the population lives in poverty. Unemployment now stands at 48 percent, and economic activity has been severely limited due to mobility restrictions and decreased trade.  The Palestinian Authority has lost much of its revenue base due to the collapse of the economy and an Israeli freeze on its customs receipts.  Additionally, the Palestinian infrastructure has been badly damaged as a result of Israeli shelling.  Many private properties have also been destroyed due to fighting.  Israel has also been hurt, and has seen a sharp decline in its stock market, employment, export growth, housing and construction indicators, and the revenue generated from tourism. 

Clearly, both the Palestinian and Israeli governments can and should do more to halt the bloodletting, and neither government is beyond reproach for their conduct in this sustained confrontation.  Both the Israeli and Palestinian populations have lost faith that the negotiating process will meet their goals.  For Israelis, ongoing violence has led many to believe that the security of Israel will not be guaranteed through negotiations.  For Palestinians, settlement expansion and property confiscation is seen as a demonstration that Israel never will relinquish control of the West Bank and Gaza.  Both settlement activity and terrorist attacks must end if confidence in the peace process is to be restored on both sides.  
I was encouraged to hear Secretary of State Powell’s statement of April 17.  I am, however, troubled by the American insistence on assessing blame for the ongoing violence solely on the Palestinian Authority, while refusing to publicly and consistently rebuke Israel for taking actions detrimental to peace.  For example, on Wednesday, April 5, senior Palestinian security officials came under Israeli fire at an Israeli checkpoint in Gaza, after having been escorted by U.S. Embassy personnel only moments before.  These officials had just met with Israeli representatives at a meeting organized by the United States at the home of Ambassador Martin Indyk.  I am outraged by this provocative attack, which is an inexcusable violation of diplomatic norms, and would appreciate learning of any action taken by the Administration to condemn this incident.  Both sides must be able to trust that our government will protect persons who, meeting under American auspices, are seeking better cooperation or a cessation of violence.  

Mr. President, hope in the peace process cannot become another casualty of this ongoing conflict.  Nor can we allow Palestinian or Israeli faith in America to waver.  I thank you in advance for your consideration and urge you, again, to place a strong emphasis on American leadership in restoring levels of trust that will stop the violence and serve our own national security interests.

With every good wish,

Sincerely yours,

  John D. Dingell

Member of Congress

