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Mohamed ElBaradei, Director General of the International Atomic Energy
Agency, cancelled planned interviews with the BBC in protest at the
corporation’s decision not to air the Disasters Energency Committee’s
appeal for Gaza.

In a statement on 28 January 2009, the Agency said: ‘The Director
General has cancelled his scheduled BBC World Service TV and Radio
interviews because of the BBC management’s refusal to broadcast the
DEC’s humanitarian appeal for Gaza. He believes this decision violates the
rules of basic human decency which are there to help vulnerable people
irrespective of who is right or wrong.’

Officials in his office said it was unclear how long ElBaradei’s BBC
boycott would last. A spokeswoman said she expected him to review his
position in light of how the BBC resolved the row.

The appeal was broadcast by ITV, Channel 4, and Channel Five on 27
January and was watched by 4.5 million people.

On 9 February 2009, the day before the General Election in Israel,
Gershon Baskin of the Israel/Palestine Center for Research and
Information ( www.ipcri.org), recounted in The Jerusalem Post his
experiences in the run-up to Israel’s attack on Gaza. He had been
negotiating for the release of the Israeli soldier, Gilad Schalit, captured by
Hamas and held in Gaza since June 2006. Now, after the onslaught on
Gaza, there is talk in Israel of Schalit’s imminent release.

Several weeks ago I wrote that the war in Gaza ‘may have really been a
“war of no choice”.’ Following the recent leaks from the talks about the
‘imminent’ release of Gilad Schalit, I have decided to expose what I
already knew before the war began.

ELBARADEI BOYCOTTS BBC OVER GAZA
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Two weeks before Israel launched its attack on Gaza in response to a
breakdown of the tahadiyeh (the cease-fire) with three weeks of barrages
of Kassam rockets and mortar shells against its civilian population, I had
met with a senior Hamas personality in a European capital. This person is
connected and in contact with the Hamas leadership in Gaza and in
Damascus. Over the past 950 days since the abduction of Schalit, he has
transmitted messages for me back and forth to the Hamas leadership in
Damascus, including a letter from Noam Schalit to Khaled Mashaal on
September 8, 2006 that led to the release of the first sign of life from Gilad,
which was received by the Egyptians on September 9, 2006.

We spent several hours talking about the conditions to renew the
tahadiyeh. Since the abduction of Schalit on June 25, 2006, my
involvement behind the scenes has been in holding unofficial talks with
various Hamas leaders in Gaza, Damascus and elsewhere, all seeking to
advance the negotiations to bring Gilad home. For two and half years I
have been trying to bring about a direct secret back-channel, bypassing
third party mediators in order to speed up the process.

Initially when Hamas proposed such a channel, about one month after the
abduction, Prime Minister Ehud Olmert rejected it with a knee-jerk response
that ‘we don’t negotiate with terrorists’. About a year later, I received
permission from the government to see if it was possible to open up the direct
secret back channel. Until two weeks before the Gaza war, Hamas refused.

My talks with the Hamas leader in Europe focused on two main issues:
convening a secret direct back channel and linking the prisoner exchange
for Schalit’s release to the renewal of the cease-fire and the ending of the
economic siege on Gaza. For about two years Hamas has rejected the
linking of the prisoner exchange with the cease-fire and the end of the
siege. Since, however, this was the initial position of Hamas immediately
following the abduction of Schalit, as was communicated to me some three
weeks after the abduction — a call for a cease-fire, opening the borders
and the prisoner exchange — I appealed to the Hamas leader to go back to
the original demands, but to include an agreement to bypass the Egyptian
mediators through a direct secret back channel.

Our talks led to his agreement to get the approval of the Hamas
leadership for this proposal. We concluded our talks with a note
handwritten by him on the new proposed framework. We agreed that I
would approach the Israeli leadership, and he would get the approval of the
Hamas leadership. We further agreed that both of us would be directly
involved in the talks along with others who would be appointed by the
leaders on both sides.
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I returned to Israel and 10 days before the war broke out I wrote to
Olmert, Defence Minister Ehud Barak and Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni
that Hamas was willing to open a direct secret back channel for a package
deal that would include the renewal of the cease-fire, the ending of the
economic siege and the prisoner exchange for the release of Schalit. I
further indicated that Hamas would be willing to implement the agreement
on Rafah which included the stationing of Palestinian Authority personnel
loyal to President Mahmoud Abbas in Rafah and a return of the European
monitors. I communicated the same message to Noam Schalit and asked
him to make sure that Ofer Dekel, who is in charge of the Schalit file for
the government, received the Hamas ‘offer’.

I waited for a response from one of the people who received my letter.
Nothing. No response. When the war broke out I understood that the
decision to go to war had already been taken and that the government
preferred to teach Hamas a lesson rather than negotiate a new cease-fire
and the release of Schalit. I understood that the leaders believed that they
could bring about a regime change in Gaza, even if this was not the stated
goal of the war. Why would we negotiate with Hamas if we expected to
bring about the fall of Hamas?

Over the past days the media has been filled with reports that there is a
new breakthrough in the talks for the release of Schalit: ‘Hamas is willing
to link the end of the economic siege with the release of Schalit’. When I
read this I said to myself - enough lies and spin.

What did this war achieve? What has changed? Has Israel gained its
military deterrence? Has Israel changed the security reality in the South?
Is Gilad Schalit at home? Has Hamas reduced its basic demands for the
release of Schalit? No, no and no! Israel is negotiating now for exactly
what could have been achieved without going to war. Israel spent $1
billion on the war, caused some $2 billion worth of damage in Gaza, more
than 1,000 people have been killed, thousands of lives have been
destroyed. Hundreds of thousands of Israelis lived through weeks of terror;
millions of Palestinians suffered the bombardment of their towns, cities
and refugee camps – what is the result? More hatred, more extremism and
more support for fanatics and their ideas – on both sides of the Gaza
border.

If the transition government of Olmert does bring Schalit home before
the new government is formed, it will pay the exact price that it could have
paid nearly 950 days ago. The price then was as unreasonable as it is today;
the problem is that there is simply no other way of bringing Gilad home.
Hamas has not changed its price. The war in Gaza did not create any
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positive developments. It has not changed the price. It has not enabled a
new breakthrough. It has weakened the moderate leadership of Abbas. It
has weakened the moderates in Gaza. It did not achieve the goals that our
leaders hoped it would.

The war was supported by 94 per cent of Israelis because they really
believed it was a ‘war of no choice’. Lies, lies and lies. There was a choice.
That choice was made — our leaders preferred war regardless of the cost.
We don’t negotiate with terrorists. We won’t talk with Hamas. They don’t
recognize our right to exist, and we don’t recognize that they were elected
in democratic elections. Instead we hit them first and then we talk. We
planned the war rather than planning how to avoid the war. That is the
doctrine of the government. Now we can talk with Hamas? Isn’t that what
the government is doing today?

Perhaps the talks are not direct, but we are negotiating with Hamas. The
agreement that will be reached will be exactly what I proposed to Olmert,
Barak and Livni 10 days before the war began.
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