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Introduction:

The recent report by James Baker's Iraq Study Group has pointed to the centrality of the question of Palestine for America's larger interests in Iraq and the Middle East in general.  It is equally important to keep the Question of Palestine alive for the interests of the regions of Asia and the Pacific.  For recent events have shown that these regions are far from immune from the War on Terror, and continue to play in important role in maintaining world order. 

In writing about Australia's rather sorry record on the Question of Palestine over the past three years, I am not speaking on behalf of the Australian Government, and I am certainly not giving any kind of apology for Australia's stance, of which I feel rather ashamed.  My position is more that of an impartial and outside observer, and in the following pages I hope to give a few pointers to Australia's policies, and more importantly, some of the reasons Australia follows those policies.  I will conclude with a hint as to how those policies could change in the future, as a result of pressure from our Asian neighbors.  

Australia and the "Great Protector"

In Jakarta, Hanoi and Peking I have spoken to this conference about Australia's rather schizophrenic fears of Asia, and its simultaneous desire to be accepted as a part of Asia.  This ambivalence exists regardless of which government holds power in Canberra, for fears aside Australia needs Asia for reasons of trade, security and good neighborliness.  For the past eight years, Australia has had a conservative government, led by Prime Minister John Howard.  Like many other governments, the Howard government has used fear as a political tool: fear of boat people and immigrants; fear of terrorism; and fear of Islam and Muslims (where the first two fears come neatly together).

These fears and insecurities, used so successfully by the current Prime Minister, have led Australia, throughout its short history, to ally itself with what we call "great and powerful friends".  For the first part of the twentieth century it was Britain, and now since 1945 the United States.  Indeed the whole of Australia's foreign and security policy is predicated on the US alliance, and on keeping Washington happy, no matter who is in the White House or what misguided policies the White House may follow.  Australia is far less sophisticated in this than our independent-minded neighbor New Zealand and more like America's tiny Pacific dependencies such as the Marshall Islands, or Palau, our recent voting partners in the UN General Assembly on the Question of Palestine.

It is this alliance with the United States, the ANZUS Pact, and the desire to keep Washington on side, which has led Australia into wars from Korea and Vietnam to Somalia, Afghanistan and Iraq.  For Australia, along with the US and Britain make up the "coalition of the willing" in Iraq.

Iraq, Afghanistan and the War on Terrorism:

Prime Minister Howard happened to be in Washington on September 11 2001, and from the very beginning Australia was in the forefront of the War against Terrorism, as was much of the world, after that terrible day.  But unlike many other countries who have drifted away in the face of America's new policy of aggressive pre-emption, Australia has "stayed the course" and accepted the US agenda unquestioningly.  Five years ago we were actively involved in the invasion of Afghanistan, and in 2003 we were part of the disastrous invasion of Iraq.  Australian troops are still in both of those unhappy countries.  

Perhaps because of this, perhaps not, Australia has also suffered terrorist attacks, twice in Bali and once on our Embassy in Jakarta.  To date, there have been no attacks on Australian soil.  The government has told us that we were in the front line of the war on terror (a good illustration of the fear factor), but hastens to add that this is not because of our foreign policy.

Perhaps because of this, Muslims began to be targeted in Australia, and talkback radio runs hot with anti-Muslim sentiment, just as occurred in the United States after 9/11.  This reached a crescendo a year ago, when a popular beach in Sydney erupted into ugly ethnic and religious rioting.  The Cronulla riots shocked Australia, and the world, and the issue of terrorism was of course invoked continually.  Security measures were reinforced.

Like Americans, and egged on by a powerful media and a powerful Israel lobby, on a popular level many Australians seem to have accepted unquestioningly the position that Israel is in the front-line of the war on terrorism, and that Palestinians are little more than ruthless terrorists.  In 2003 the Australian Parliament formally banned Hamas as a terrorist organization, and Australia even succumbed to US and Israeli pressure in describing the ailing Yasser Arafat as an "obstacle to peace".  Since this year's Palestinian elections, Canberra has refused to speak to the Hamas government, and has joined other Western countries in trying to starve it of funds.  Canberra has also refused to condemn the imprisonment of Hamas politicians and parliamentarians by the Israeli authorities.  As a result, the Palestinian representative in Canberra is starved of funds, and has to rely on the charity of his community to meet his costs.

Voices of Moderation:

Nevertheless, despite its close alliance with the US, Australia has not slavishly adopted the neo-Conservative agenda on Middle East issues at every level.  Australia has close diplomatic and trade relations with the Islamic Republic of Iran, for example.  And there are many Australians, both in government and out of it, who view the Question of Palestine with deep misgivings.  Six years ago Australia opened a diplomatic mission in Ramallah, which reports directly to the Foreign Minister, and in the past Canberra has hosted high level Palestinian visits to our country (but not since the Hamas victory).

In October 2003, the University of Sydney's Centre for Peace and Conflict studies decided to award the high profile Sydney Peace Prize to the Palestinian Hanan Ashrawi.  Earlier recipients of the prize have included Mary Robinson and Nelson Mandela.  A fierce campaign began to discredit Ms. Ashrawi, accusing her of support for terrorism, and to intimidate community leaders involved with the prize.  The Lord Mayor of Sydney Lucy Turnbull succumbed to this pressure, and boycotted the award ceremony.  But to his credit the New South Wales Premier Bob Carr did not, and the visit went ahead, with much publicity.

The pro-Israel lobby attracted some very unfavorable comment as a result of these events, which seriously divided Australia's Jewish Community and the community at large, as the attack on Ashrawi was seen by many as an attack on free speech itself.  A young Jewish journalist, Antony Loewenstein was so angered by the Ashrawi affair that he began researching a book, which was released this year entitled My Israel Question. This book quickly became a bestseller, much to the fury of the pro-Israel lobby.

I am proud to report that Antony Loewenstein is a member of the Board of Macquarie University's Centre for Middle East and North African Studies, and some months ago we had a book-launch for him.  But as a result of his Board membership, and of public comments I have made in the media, in recent months the University, the Centre and I have been attacked in Parliament and in the mainstream media, and accused of being one-sided critics of Israel, even though we often host pro-Israel speakers.  But at least debate has not been stifled.

As former Australian Ambassador to Israel Ross Burns asked in a public lecture in Perth this year, which also attracted violent opposition from the Israel lobby and the mainstream media:


Why does Australia adopt a profile on the Middle East no more sophisticated than the Marshall Islands? This (Lebanon) crisis has shown how open our uncritical support for Israel has become but it doesn’t explain why. The recently published book by Australian journalist, Antony Loewenstein, My Israel Question has shown how assertive the pro-Israel lobby has become and how much it has succeeded in stifling debate in the media through aggressive and heavily personal interventions. The lobby seeks to suppress debate and publication of dissenting views and pumps out a good flow of those mantras picked up by our political leaders. The lobby’s influence seems to be a good deal more unchallenged than in other comparable countries, aided by the popular media, which resonates with negative messages on Islam and Arabs.  

But enough of that: looking at the bigger picture, what is the Australian Government's official position on the Question of Palestine in 2006, and how has it changed?

The official Government position:

The Australian Government position supports the "road-map" and condemns violence.  On the surface, this seems fair enough, but Australia's voting record in the UN, and the statements and actions of its leaders on the Question of Palestine reveal a deeply one-sided and partisan approach.

From 1994 (when it was elected) to 2003 the Howard government voted "yes" in the General Assembly to the right of Palestinian self-determination, and did not exclude the option of a state.  But in 2004 we abstained on these crucial votes.  Then in 2005 we voted "no", with our representative telling the Assembly that Australia was concerned about "the high level of UN resources allocated to anti-Israeli activity, including the Division for Palestinian Rights and the Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable Rights of the Palestinian People".  In taking this stance, the Australian Government joined a small club of Israel, the US and several Pacific micro-states.

When the resolution came up on December 1st this year, Australia's representative voted "no" again.  157 voted in favor, 10 abstained, and 7 (including Australia) voted "no".  In our "no" vote, we joined the US and Israel of course, and also the Marshall Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, Nauru, and Palau.

Why has this change occurred in Australian General Assembly voting toward the Question of Palestine?  As I have set out above, this is caused by two factors:  The desire to please the United States and keep Washington on-side; and the desire to placate the vocal and powerful pro-Israel lobby.

Our Foreign Minister, Alexander Downer, stated during July's war in Lebanon, that UN condemnation of Israel's offensive was "knee-jerk" and "offensive", and criticized Jan Egeland's statement that Israel in Lebanon was violating "humanitarian law", saying "for me, that just undermines the credibility of the United Nations".  Then in a November speech in Melbourne dedicating a synagogue, the foreign minister spoke of the forthcoming General Assembly vote, and said:


"… we cast our vote in the United Nations against some of what I call the extreme Palestinian resolutions.  I mention this today because at Melbourne Airport I was signing off on how we would vote on a number of these resolutions that are coming up over the next couple days


These resolutions are deeply anti-Israel, deeply anti-Israeli, and big majorities always carry them.  And we are always being told, the best thing for diplomacy is to: all right Minister, you don't like the resolution, but in the interests of diplomacy why don't you abstain?  And I say, let's vote against it because it is wrong.


And the more we and other countries stand up to this sort of behavior, the more we stand a chance of success …the more we try to appease, the more we will encourage.  And it is enormously important to remember that".

This should come as no surprise, as in a July interview on the ABC the foreign minister stated that Australia has been "more supportive of the Israelis than 99 per cent of the world".  The Prime Minister, slightly more circumspect, seems to agree.

Now Australia is a major trading partner with the countries of the Middle East and Asia as well, and it seems to me to be only a matter of time before our one-sidedness on the Question of Palestine will have commercial and economic consequences for us, for our actions do not go un-noticed.

It is already having consequences in our social cohesion, as anti-Arab sentiment, stirred up by the war on terrorism, has become a fact of life in the multicultural suburbs of Australian cities.  The Cronulla riots were a shock, but the underlying tensions remain, and the search for terrorists is increasingly targeting members of the Muslim, Arab and Palestinian communities.  Australia has recently enhanced the powers of its security services, but, as in other countries, such powers could become a self-fulfilling prophecy and actually lead to the very acts they are designed to prevent!

Conclusion:

So in conclusion, I am sorry to report, as I did three years ago in Peking, that Australia's position on the Question of Palestine leaves much to be desired.  Truth, honesty and justice have been again sacrificed to great-power politics, and aggressive lobbying.  I am even more sorry to report that I see little prospect for improvement in the near future, for even under a Labor government, the same constraints will apply.

The one area where pressure could be applied is from the countries of Asia themselves.  For if Australia is really serious about being part of Asia, then it needs to listen to its neighbors, especially on an important moral question like the Question of Palestine.
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