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The day after 
 
 
Months of internal Israeli ferment over the Sharon government’s decision to unilaterally 
withdraw settlements from the Gaza Strip and parts of the West Bank will come to a 
head this week.  Thousands of Israeli settlers will begin leaving their homes.  Many will 
go peacefully; some will have to be carried out by Israeli soldiers and police. 
 
The process is bound to be traumatic.  But it is what happens on the day after the 
withdrawal that will be really significant.  Success could help rebuild trust between 
Israelis and Palestinians and lead to the resumption of the peace process.  Failure will 
cost both leaders their jobs, and worse, lots of Israelis and Palestinians their lives.  
Indeed what happens in Gaza over the next few months will determine the course of 
Israeli – Palestinian relations over the next decade or more. 
 
For Ariel Sharon the withdrawal reflects lost faith in the Palestinian Authority’s (PA) 
ability to prevent terrorism and his fear that, fed up with the conflict, the international 
community will impose a solution on the parties that is far from favourable to Israel.  By 
giving up vulnerable settlements in Gaza and the West Bank he is trying, in typically 
military fashion, to shorten Israel’s defensive lines against both the physical assaults of 
terrorists and the political initiatives of diplomats.    
 
But as the former US Ambassador to Israel, Martin Indyk, once noted, if Sharon is to 
prove critics of the withdrawal wrong – including many in his own party - he cannot 
simply leave Gaza and throw the keys over the fence as he departs.  Ordinary 
Palestinians need tangible signs that Israel’s withdrawal is not the end of the process but 
part of a new beginning that includes negotiations over the future status of the West 
Bank.  Israel can also do more to strengthen both the PA and the economic situation on 
the ground in the territories, especially in Gaza. 
 
Palestinian leader Mahmud Abbas has been slower to see the potential opportunities the 
withdrawal offers.  But he certainly understands the risks.  Not least, internal opponents 
Hamas will do everything to portray the withdrawal as a victory for its strategy of violence 
and will use it to erode the PA’s already tenuous hold over Gaza.  While Hamas will 
probably allow the withdrawal to take place unmolested, the chances that it and other 
militant groups will desist from further acts of terrorism over time remain slight. 
 
As a result Abbas will also have to act unilaterally.  He needs to restore the PA’s 
legitimacy and authority, both domestically and internationally, and give ordinary Israelis 
reason for confidence that they have a negotiating partner that can deliver on his 
commitments.  To do this he must to step up the fight against internal corruption, end 
lawlessness and take a stronger stand against terrorism.   
 
Using political carrots to entice militants into a ceasefire has been a useful, if shaky, start 
to this process.  But it will only be effective long term if it is backed by a demonstrated 
willingness to lawfully wield the stick should these groups continue to challenge his 
legitimate authority, including by trying to launch terror attacks against Israel. 
 
And this is where the international community and Australia come in.  In the immediate 
aftermath of the withdrawal, the international community can do much to support Gaza’s 



economic rehabilitation and get Palestinians off the wages of despair (an effort currently 
being led by an Australian, former World Bank head, James Wolfensohn).  But 
supporting the rehabilitation of the PA’s security, legal and institutional infrastructure is 
just as important. 
 
Against this background the Australian government deserves credit for a little-reported 
announcement last week that it is sending a Lieutenant Colonel from the Australian 
Army to join a multinational team led by US General William Ward working with the 
Palestinians to strengthen and reform their security infrastructure.    
 
In many respects Australia is in a unique position to help.  It is one of the few countries 
politically acceptable to all the main players and is respected for its pragmatic approach 
to this type of reform.  Moreover, the Australian officer will be able to move about the 
West Bank and Gaza far more freely than even his American counterparts given the 
security restriction imposed on most US officials in the Middle East these days.   
 
Australia could do more.  Given the urgency of the task, the despatch of a larger 
contingent of soldiers and police, who could draw on recent Australian experience in this 
field everywhere from Solomon Islands to Iraq, is warranted.  Security should also not be 
the only component of our assistance to the Palestinians.  More could be done to help 
Palestinian legal, institutional and economic development.   
 
Nonetheless, as a first step, last week’s announcement by the Government was timely.  
It is a tangible recognition of what is at stake over coming days and weeks in Gaza.  
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