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Europe and the Israelis: A Failed Case of European Public Diplomacy? 

By Ofer Zalzberg

This paper examines European policy towards Israelis in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict since the end of the Cold War. In particular, the paper argues that European policy was not as effective as it could have been and suggests that since one of the key constraints on European foreign policy was Israeli public opinion, European public diplomacy could have greatly enhanced the success of the European involvement. Europe in this context includes the European Union (EU) as well as individual European states.

The paper consists of four main sections. The first section presents Europe’s interests in a resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and Europe’s role in the Oslo process and the ensuing Intifada. The second section focuses on Israel and demonstrates that Israeli national interest includes strong and sound relations with Europe; this section also explains why in spite of this convergence of interests, positive relations were not formed. The third section examines the concept of public diplomacy and focuses on examples of past European attempts in this field – notably in influencing the Irish to endorse the Nice Treaty. Aiming at the future, the last section of the paper suggests a potential strategy for European public diplomacy that can improve Israeli-European relations.

I. Europe and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict: Interests and Past Relations 

Since the end of the Cold War and the emergence of the Oslo process, Europe has repeatedly tried to increase its influence in the Middle East in general, and on Israeli policy in particular. 

Indeed, two months ago, when Giancarlo Chevallard, the EU ambassador to Israel, was asked “How interested is the EU in becoming involved in the diplomatic process between Israel and the PA?”, he replied that, “It is unreasonable to expect the EU not to take a growing interest in making a contribution to the stability of its own backyard. Basic European security and economic interests are involved, and there is no doubt that the EU will promote them”.
 Similar statements from European heads of state and senior officials abound.

European Interest in the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

European foreign policy interests can be divided into four main categories: political stability, economic concerns, geopolitical goals and idealistic motives.

Europe seeks political stability in the broad sense, which means creating a neighboring region in which the future is relatively predictable, and is devoid of any shocks, such as mass migration. In addition, if the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was resolved, the frequent tensions between Muslim and Jewish minorities would be greatly alleviated and inner European political stability would be enhanced. 

The economic interests in the region consist mainly of having stable access to Middle Eastern oil and of protecting European investments in the region.

From a geopolitical perspective, Europe is a powerful neighbor of the Middle East, and its policy in the region is often examined in comparison with the American one. Europe thus attempts to demonstrate that it has a unified and influential policy towards the region in order to gain prestige and respectability among the peoples of the region vis a vis the US. Among other things, this is done by promoting the European model of regional integration in the Middle East and in the broader Mediterranean. Another crucial geopolitical goal, mainly dictated by the geographical proximity to the populous Arab peoples, is to achieve positive Arab-European relations. This interest encourages Europe to take a regional – rather than state specific - policy towards the Middle East.

Last, but no least, Europe’s policy to the region is dictated by a certain set of key values, which Europe tries to encourage. These include the promotion of democracy, human rights, peace, and the better implementation of international law principles. One may add that the importance of the ‘Holy Land’ in Christianity - the dominant religion in Europe - encourages many Europeans to help to reach a peaceful resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and to create stable conditions.

One additional historical element dominates European thinking towards the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. A sense of moral responsibility is salient in the speeches of many European leaders. This is especially striking in speeches of German leaders about the state of Israel, and to a lesser extent also in the former colonial powers of the region - Britain and France, but exists in virtually all the other countries as well.
 

Examining this list makes it hard to deny the strong European interest and motivation in reaching a peaceful resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian (and Israeli-Arab) conflict.  Not surprisingly therefore, Europe has repeatedly tried to intervene and to contribute to the settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

Past European involvement in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict

These interventions can be divided into two categories: the foreign policy of each individual country and the one of the EU as a whole. Individual European countries assisted in different ways (their embassies for example fund co-existence activities), and senior politicians promoted personal initiatives - such for instance was the case with Joschka Fischer’s plan of April 2002, which advocated complete separation and security guarantees.
 

The role of the EU in the Quartet, the large financial assistance it gives to the Palestinian Authority and the far reaching association agreement with Israel are but a few examples to the wide range of activities the EU initiated and implemented in an attempt to bring a peaceful resolution of the conflict. On the declaratory level, starting with the Venice declaration in 1980
, the EU was constantly ahead of other international powers in its far-reaching statements on the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict by the creation of a Palestinian state.

It is important to emphasize that most of these policies had only limited success, even if at times Europe managed to resolve situations that the US failed to settle. One such example is the stalemate, created when the 13 Palestinians who were sought by the Israeli government hid in the Church of the Nativity and which was finally solved not by American but by European facilitation. 
 Nevertheless, European policy was mainly constrained by Israeli public opinion. It is therefore ironic that a salient common element of all of these European attempts is that they focused on high-politics, mostly between Israelis and Palestinians, and did not establish the improvement of Israeli-European relations as a major goal.

II. The Israelis and Europe

The main problem, however, was not in high politics but in Israeli public opinion. Israeli citizens and decision makers had antagonistic perceptions of Europe during the entire Oslo process and the following Intifada; these perceptions were a major obstacle to European policy in the region. Israelis often labeled Europeans as ‘pro-Palestinian’, ‘biased’, and even ‘Anti-Semitic’. These negative perceptions deserve an explanation since Europe is seemingly well poised to be Israel’s best ally: it is Israel’s largest trade partner and its most popular tourist destination; Israel formally participates in European sports and culture; about half of the Israeli population originally comes from Europe; Israel is the only non-EU member in the 17.5 billion Euro EU research agreement and Europe is geographically the closest major international actor to Israel. In light of these favorable conditions we must ask what are the reasons that Israelis did not see Europe positively but rather so negatively?

These negative perceptions were - and are - the result of four main causes: first, Europe’s policy was compared to the US’s, and was seen as less supportive of the Israeli side in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Second, Europe’s adherence to international law and norms of human rights made it a constant critic of Israeli policy. Third, Europe’s ties to the Arab world are seen negatively from Jerusalem. And last, Israelis associated Europe with Anti-Semitism.

The Israeli people thus came to see Europe negatively. As a result, Israeli leaders did not feel obliged to accept European offers of aid, and lately even refused to meet European diplomats. They faced no public pressure regarding these policies. Though Israelis have repeatedly pushed their politicians to strengthen American-Israeli relations through a plethora of pro American NGOs and lobby groups as well as through voting patterns, the European-Israeli relations did not receive any considerable public attention.

Consequently, what kind of policy should Europe have advocated for overcoming this obstacle? This paper argues that European public diplomacy would have contributed much to overcoming the problematic Israeli perceptions of Europe.

III. European Public Diplomacy: Theoretical and Empirical Comments

Public Diplomacy

Before starting to examine European public diplomacy towards Israel, we need to define public diplomacy more clearly. For our purposes public diplomacy can be defined as, “government-sponsored programs intended to inform or influence public opinion in other countries; its chief instruments are publications, motion pictures, cultural exchanges, radio and television.”
 
When facing the task of informing or influencing foreign public opinion European foreign policy makers needed to adjust to the social and technological changes of the last two decades. As a result of the changes in mass media and information technology, public diplomacy became a much more relevant and even necessary element of foreign policy.

The question of the legitimacy of such an approach merits attention - especially in the Israeli case. Though intuitively informing a society seems legitimate, influencing it can be seen as impinging the sovereignty of the target state. However, it is important to note that informing and influencing public opinion cannot be easily separated. Once a society is informed it is influenced. The only manner in which public diplomacy can perhaps be considered more legitimate (if legitimacy is not considered to be absolute) is when it seeks to make information available, but does not ‘force’ its consumption. In other words, as a guiding principle, information should be obtainable through the mass media but not presented in a blunt manner.

European Public Diplomacy – Ireland and Islamic extremism

Though European public diplomacy is still in its initial stages of evolution, some considerable progress has been made. The example of European public diplomacy towards Ireland during the attempts to ratify the Nice Treaty is instructive in this respect. After an initial failure, Dublin and Brussels jointly orchestrated a successful ‘Vote Yes’ campaign. The Commission, for example, invited about 20 Irish journalists to spend a couple of days in Brussels and hear from parliament members and senior officials in the commission every possible pro-EU argument. No Euro-skeptics were allowed anywhere near this group of Irish journalists.
 In addition, senior EU officials were constantly interviewed in the Irish media, and many of them – including Romano Prodi himself - even visited Ireland to personally meet various local communities who objected to the treaty.
 Heads of state from the acceding countries did the same on the intergovernmental level,
 while respected pro-European figures, such as Vaclev Havel, were interviewed on Irish TV channels.
 

Though the campaign implemented by Dublin was much more ‘blunt’ than the methods that the commission used and thus perhaps were also more effective, it is hard to underestimate the effect of the policy that the officials in Brussels have achieved. Success of the campaign was attained due to their joint efforts. Indeed though at first 53.8% of the Irish voted against the Nice treaty, in the second vote 62.9% voted for it (and participation rose from 35% to 49%).
 European public diplomacy scored an important success.

One particular facet of these efforts needs to be emphasized: the manner in which foreign policy was linked to public diplomacy. Brussels did not focus only on public diplomacy to accomplish its goal but saw it as a complementary tool to standard foreign policy. For example, many meetings were held with representatives of the Irish government and parliamentary delegations continued to arrive for work sessions. These traditional political channels shaped a clear agenda – ratifying the Nice Treaty so that the EU could continue with enlargement – and public policy eased its implementation. The Irish case thus suggests that public diplomacy should be seen as complementary, not contradictory, to foreign policy at leadership levels. Furthermore, the latter should be used as a framework for the former.

Before moving on to examine the Israeli case, and comparing the differences and the similarities between the two cases, it is important to highlight Europe’s global success in public diplomacy, especially vis a vis Islamic extremism.  Joseph Nye points to the interesting fact that “though much smaller than the United States, Britain and France each spend about the same as the United States on public diplomacy.” The importance of his book lies for our purposes in demonstrating that “European public diplomacy … counters the Islamic extremism”. European promotion of democracy and human rights, Nye claims, helps to advance Western values in the Islamic world.
 He therefore concludes that European public diplomacy has both been successful so far and has much future potential.
In the light of European successes with both global issues and specific national issues, European public diplomacy should be seen as one of the most efficient instruments that Europe has in its arsenal.

IV. European Public Diplomacy and the Israelis

With Ireland as an example, it is easy to see that Israel was a particularly tempting candidate for European public diplomacy. The small size of the Israeli population and the fact that its regime is democratically elected would have allowed such a policy to be effective in a relatively short time. In addition, the wide diversity of its public media – which allows using the printed press, radio, television and the Internet - made public diplomacy towards Israel significantly easier. However, some important differences, most importantly Ireland’s membership in the EU clearly made the involvement of Brussels and the rest of the European governments both easier and - seemingly at least - more legitimate.

Though the attitude of the Israeli government was ostensibly the major obstacle for European intervention, it was the form of the intervention - rather than its mere existence, which made the Israeli government object to it. The Israeli government is indeed traditionally protective of its domestic agenda, and the government does not generally tolerate outsiders who venture into Israeli society and start voicing opinions about Israel’s governance and/or the treatment of the Palestinians. This protectiveness is a result of Israeli reluctance to separate its domestic identity-politics from its external security agenda. Because of the failure of European policy makers to make such a separation, the Israeli government reacted defensively to outside interference, which was seen as critiquing the founding Israeli-identity narrative (i.e. the Jewish state). Instead, Europe should have emphasized its position as a de facto ally and provided constructive criticism focusing on its concern about the improvement of Israeli security. Such an approach would have allowed it to implement public diplomacy towards Israel with much greater ease.

Furthermore, and as noted above, Israel could have gained much from its relations with Europe, and the deterioration of these relations was very undesired. Israeli leaders were very aware of the importance of Europe for the Israeli economy and society.
 Dominant Israeli leaders from the Left and from the Right have publicly acknowledged this – climaxing perhaps with former Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s initiative to bring Israel into the Euro zone.
 

Indeed, the reason that European public diplomacy was not implemented on a large and successful scale in Israel was simply that Europe did not try to carry it out. European policy makers placed their hopes in foreign policy rather than in public diplomacy.

The future of European public diplomacy towards the Israelis

Considering the future of European public diplomacy towards the Israelis one can argue that as long as European public diplomacy is not too blunt and assume the approach of an all out propaganda offensive, there is little reason that it will arouse antagonism from the Israeli government. Indeed, changes in this direction have occurred in the last three years. Translated opinion pieces by senior EU officials appear at times in some Israeli newspapers, Israel joined the European student exchange program
, and a few public academic conferences about the EU and Europe in general have been open to the public. Though these initial moves serve as evidence of the importance that European policy makers have recently given to Israeli public opinion, it is clear that much more can be done to make a proper use of the power of European public diplomacy in Israel. A few potential methods for this are accordingly described below. However, before examining these technicalities it is important to clarify what can and should be the overall goal of the policy.

A “New Europe”

Israelis see Europe through the prism of European history, as the four obstacles that have already been identified as causing Israelis to hold antagonistic views of Europe attest to. Therefore, an efficient strategy would set as an overall goal to inform Israelis that as a result of the lessons of the European past and the evolution of the EU, a “New Europe” exists today: 

· A Europe in which Anti-Semitism is no longer as rampant as before; 

· A Europe that advocates human rights and international law for their own sake and not because of Anti-Semitic or Anti-Zionist views; 

· A Europe that does not compete with the United States - and is thus measured as more or less ‘pro-Israeli’, but is rather seeking to complement much needed American efforts to bring peace to the region with certain skills and abilities that Washington lacks; 

· A Europe, therefore, that is willing to use its solid relations with the Arab world as well as its vast economic capacities to assist Israelis in the difficult tasks they have to face.
 

· In short, a Europe that Israelis would want to see taking part in the process of resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

The way to deliver such a vision of a “New Europe” to Israelis is actually quite simple. Public diplomacy is essentially a straightforward technical task. Though its design requires considerable and careful thought, the actual implementation is relatively easy and undemanding.

First and foremost, once such a decision – of informing Israelis about a “New Europe” - has been taken, all visiting diplomats who act within traditional foreign policy need to be instructed to focus on this concept in their public speeches and private meetings. This is of crucial importance since it forms an important link between foreign policy and public diplomacy.

Before moving on to the specific instruments of public diplomacy it is important to emphasize that  – unlike high politics – public diplomacy has to be conducted in the native language of the population that is being informed and influenced (Hebrew in the Israeli case). This of course requires appropriately skilled staff, both in the local embassies and in Europe. 

This important linguistic basis would make European public diplomacy much more accessible to the Israeli public. During the Oslo process (a process that of course started in Europe) European officials and politicians have rarely – if at all – tried to relay a message to the Israeli public itself and not to its leaders. In other words, interviews with European leaders in the Israeli Hebrew media were very uncommon and the rarity of European publications about the institutions of the EU left Israelis to see Europe mainly through the speeches of their own Israeli leaders. Though as noted during the recent Palestinian Intifada translated articles – especially from senior EU officials – started to appear in the Israeli media, this happened mostly on left aligned newspapers (such as HaAretz) and rarely in mainstream ones. For European public diplomacy to work properly this has to change. Hebrew articles by European politicians and diplomats would have to appear much more frequently and in many more newspapers.

Whereas the access to written media was at least made possible in these last years thanks to translation, the presence of European officials in Israeli television and radio was so far virtually non-existent and will require having Hebrew speaking liaisons (preferably in Israel) that will be interviewed when the European view is deemed relevant. A small increase of the size of the staff in the Israeli embassies in order to include a few Hebrew speaking public relations officers can make a large difference in this respect. At the very least, work with Israeli reporters that are situated in the European capitals has to be enhanced and this is of course much easier to achieve.

Whereas the work with the Israeli mass media can be described more as ‘pushing’ information, another set of actions should focus on making information available to the public (again primarily in Hebrew). The simplest example for such policies is of course building web sites. In 2004, most European countries still do not have any website – let alone in Hebrew. The Commission, Germany, France and the UK are positive exceptions in this respect. However, websites are available only to some people and need to be complemented by other means. These means can include the establishment of Euro-points: small information stands with brochures and leaflets about Europe and the EU. By situating them in popular and accessible places like central bus stations – and not in the office of a small embassy in a small suburb of Tel Aviv – and by providing them with information in the native tongue, the interested people in the Israeli public will easily learn who is their largest trade partner and what are its impressive economic and political capacities. 

European foreign policy and public diplomacy

Though Europe has succeeded in establishing a ‘visible international identity’
 in the Middle East, it failed so far to convince Israelis of the need for European involvement in the region. Europe fails to recognize the importance and potential of public diplomacy towards Israel and the extent that such diplomacy is needed to complement its other foreign policy tracts.

The combination of foreign policy and public diplomacy, as the Irish case suggests, is of crucial importance. How can future European foreign policy toward Israel relate to public diplomacy? As with other Mediterranean countries, Europe frames its foreign policy towards Israel within the regional Barcelona Process, which makes it difficult to focus on the specificities of the Israeli public opinion. Europe should therefore create instead a unique bilateral policy towards Israel that provides a long-term vision of cooperation. Such a vision could for example aim towards future Israeli membership in the European Economic Area (EEA) and/or in NATO. To encourage Israelis to accept an active European role the public diplomacy has to highlight the existence of a “New Europe” and the assets that cooperation with such a Europe brings with it.
 

Such a combination of foreign policy and public diplomacy is likely to make Israeli public opinion more favorable to Europe and to allow Europe to play a significantly greater role in the Middle East and contribute to the resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. On a more general level, European public diplomacy has a lot of potential especially when designed to complement foreign policy. European policy makers would do well to treat public diplomacy in the new information age as one of the most important and effective tools.
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