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Uriel Palti

ConNsuL GENERAL, CONSULATE GENERAL OF [SRAEL IN PHIIADELPHIA

INTERVIEW BY DANIEL J. SIEGEL

n August 2004, Uriel Palti came to Philadelphia and began a
four-year term as the consul general at the Consulate General
of Israel. Born in Jerusalem, Consul General Palti received his
law degree from Hebrew University in Jerusalem. He has
served in numerous posts in the Israeli government, includ-

ing spokesman for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 1993 and coordi-
nator of the Israel-Jordan peace talks in 1994. He has served as deputy
consul general in Los Angeles and in New York. A major in the Israel
Defense Forces, Consul General Palti is married and has two children.
He spoke with The Philadelphia Lawyer in April 2005.

DANIEL 1. SIEGEL: Did you ever practice
law?

CONSUL GENERAL PALTI: For a short while
as a law clerk. In Israel when I studied law,
before you were entitled to apply to the bar
exam you needed to do two years of intern-
ship. So, it was four years of law school
and two years of internship; and the first
year of internship was combined with the
last year of school. So altogether, in order
to become a lawyer it was a process of five
years. So in the two years of internship, [
did the first one with the legal advisor to
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs—today
he’s an Israeli Supreme Court Justice—
Elyakim Rubenstein. He’s the one to
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blame—for better or worse—that I'm in
the Ministry. Then I was a law intern in
two private law firms in Jerusalem.

How did you become involved in the
Foreign Service and diplomacy?

Two ways: one was my mentor Elyakim
Rubenstein, the former ambassador as
well as former attorney general of Israel.
He served also as deputy to the commis-
sion in the embassy in Washington in the
1980s. I was privileged to be, as we say in
Israel, his stagiaire. So I spent a year in the
Foreign Ministry then. Also, my parents,
my late father and my mother who lives in
Jerusalem, were diplomats of the first gen-
eration of the Israeli Foreign Ministry. So,

I grew up in a diplomatic house.

The perception of a consulate is a place
people go to seek asylum. That is not
the case for you, | presume. What does
the Consul General do?
Diplomacy has changed. We do have an
efficient and hardworking consular divi-
sion that issues Israeli passports and visas
and handles any problems. But basically
we are the chief Israeli mission to five U.S.
states and half of another state:
Pennsylvania, Ohio, Delaware, Kenfucky,
West Virginia and Southern New Jersey.
Our mission is to bring the Israeli mes-
sage to America—to the general public, to
the politicians. I'm meeting with gover-
nors, senators, congressmen, media, opin-
ion makers, decision makers, business
people and the business community and
major public groups. [ went to visit Penn
State in State College. I met with Temple
University faculty. I went to Penn
University for Israel Day last week. So,
basically our main goal is to bring the
Israeli message abroad, and in my case to
the five-and-a-half states and first and fore-
most to the city of Philadelphia and the
state of Pennsylvania. We're very happy
that we've been welcomed very warmly
here.
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You were involved in negotiating the
Israel-Jordan Peace Treaty. Can you tell
us about that experience?

That was one of the highlights of my
diplomatic career. It’s really a highlight for
a diplomat because the ultimate goal of a
diplomat is to make peace. And I was priv-
ileged enough to serve again under
Elyakim Rubenstein, who was the head of
the Israeli delegation that negotiated the
peace with Jordan. He appointed me to be
the coordinator of the peace talks.
Subsequently, when we signed the peace
treaty, | continued on and was appointed
as secretary of the monitoring committee
of the implementation of the peace treaty
with Jordan. Those were fascinating years.
Behind you, you’ll see the picture of the
late Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin. I was
privileged to work under him. He negoti-
ated, with the late King Hussein, the peace
treaty between Israel and Jordan in the
years 1993 and 1994, concluding with the
signing of the peace treaty on October 26,
1994 in the Arava Valley.

You know, I"'m not practicing law, but I
specialize a little bit in public internation-
al law. And if I ever implemented my
knowledge of public international law it
was while I was negotiating peace with
Jordan. For a while I was even a member
of the legal committee that discussed the
then future internationally recognized
borders. It was fascinating, but it was also
difficult at the beginning of the process.
The Jordanians didn’t want many chan-
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nels. They wanted only one channel. It
happened to be that I was the Israeli chan-
nel negotiating with the then-energy min-
ister of Jordan. We didn’t have cell phones
then, so at one point I was using my home
phone during a vacation for Sukkot. I had
to negotiate every issue with him, for
example, connecting the electricity system
in Al ‘Agabah. You know I know a little bit
about law. I know nothing about electrici-
ty. So 1 had to speak with our electricity
people, trying to understand the terminol-
ogy. The same applied to commerce, drug
trafficking, prisons, securily issues and
any other issues. Then they were willing to
open more channels, and I became more
of a coordinator of fifteen subcommittees,
which dealt with commerce, borders, drug
trafficking, police issues, transportation,
bridges, and customs issues. The year
1995 was a fascinating time. What can be
better for a diplomat? You meet a former
enemy. My counterpart, Bassem I.
Awadallah, is now minister of finance in
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. And
the chairman of the Jordanian delegation,
Dr. Hani Mulki, is now the minister of for-
eign affairs of Jordan.

Could you discuss how the nature of the
Middle East conflict has changed, and
how the nature of war is different?

On May 12, we celebrate here and all over
the world the fifty-seventh anniversary of
Israel. It was established on May 15, 1948.
In the first twenty-five years, Israel went

through five terrible wars. From the day it
was established, Israel was attacked the
very next morning; that was our War of
Independence. In 1956 we had The Sinai
Campaign. Then in 1967 we had the Six-
Days War. In 1969 to 1970 we had the
Attrition War with Syria and Egypt. Then
we had the Yom Kippur War in 19773 when
Israel was again attacked by Syria and
Egypt. So, it was twenty-five years of five
wars in which Israel was involved, and
Egypt led all wars against Israel.

Basically, since 1974, we entered a new
era—an era of negotiations. Basically now
it's more than thirty years of negotia-
tions—easy, not easy, warfare, terror—but
we signed a peace treaty with Egypt on
March 26, 1979. We signed a peace treaty
with Jordan in 1994. We signed the Oslo
Peace Accords with the Palestinians in
1993; it was not successful, but we negoti-
ated.

Since September 2000, we've gone
through a terrible four-and-a-half years of
the uprising in the Territories. Hopefully
we are now entering an era of negotiations
with the Palestinians. We will carry out
the disengagement this summer in the
Gaza Strip and northern Samaria. We live
in a different era. It's an era of negotia-
tions.

In the first twenty-five years, Israel was
encircled from all sides by Arab enemies.
Since Israel was established we had only
one way out—through the Mediterranean
by sea or by planes. Now, we have peace
with Egypt in the west and south of Israel.
We have peace with Jordan in the east of
Israel, which is our longest mutual border.
[ grew up in an Israel under siege. It's a
different reality. So, now we live in a reali-
ty of not only peace agreements but in
relations like those between America and
Canada. But I'd rather see difficulties
between Israel and Egypt being solved by
ambassadors and diplomats—my col-
leagues—than see my two best friends—
we were 19 in 1973—Xkilled in the Suez
Canal in the Yom Kippur War.

It's a different era. It's very interesting to
analyze the nature of war. On the one
hand, today you're speaking about the
most sophisticated, high-tech weaponry.
Tens of millions of dollars to build an air-
craft or submarine or anti-ballistic missile.
On the other hand, see what we went
through in the uprising—Arab kids with
stones. So, how do you cope with it? I'm
not a military expert, but are you still to
prepare your army for an armor division
with tanks? No doubt, the nature of war
has changed. And speaking to lawyers, the



public international law system is adapting
itself to the new warfare situation.

We have recently seen the death of
Yasser Arafat in 2004 and the election of
Mahmoud Abbas. Palestinian elections
are scheduled for July 17, 2005. It
appears that Hamas or Islamic Jihad
could participate in those elections. How
do you see the future, and what is
Israel’s perspective on those organiza-
tions potentially being involved in the
political process?

They are terrorist organizations. They car-
ried out the worst terror atrocities in the
last twenty or thirty years. 1 would hope
the Palestinian Authority is candid and
sincere in its will to negotiate peace, but I
cannot see terrorist organizations negoti-
ating peace, and it's not for us to get
involved in their elections process. The
first phase of the American-orchestrated
road map is the dismantling of Palestinian
terrorist organizations and infrastruc-
tures.

I hope we live in a new window of
opportunity. There are many combina-
tions of factors—the disappearance of
Arafat, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s dis-
engagement plan, the American policy in
the Middle East, the Egyptian involve-
ment. And Prime Minister Sharon's dis-
engagement plan is a major factor in
changing the reality in the Middle East. [
hope we are ending the uprising in
Jerusalem. I hope there is good will on
behalf of the Palestinians. We are going to
carry out the disengagement soon, and I
hope the Palestinians will dismantle the
terrorist organizations and the infrastruc-
ture of terror. All those factors together
lead me to the conclusion that there are
new chances, new hopes, for getting back
on the track of negotiating, coexistence
and peace in the Middle East.

The Israeli population is affected by the
disengagement. What is the mood of the
country, and how is Israel handling it?

It is a very difficult issue. One should
remember that in evacuating 8,800 set-
tlers from the Gaza District, you are
uprooting people who lived there for many
years. You're talking about third and even
fourth generations of people who came to
the Gaza District twenty-five years ago.
For example, a young couple then would
now have sons and daughters who are
already having children. You're telling
them to get uprooted? To move every-
thing—their entire life, their family, their
business, their schools, their synagogues,
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their cemeteries, their fields. It's a major
decision that Prime Minister Sharon
courageously made in order to enhance
peace in the Middle East. It's a very com-
plicated issue. And one must understand
it's a very emotional issue, and the country
is preparing itself in order to carry it out.

Israel has agreed to remove twenty-one
settlements from Gaza and four more
from the West Bank. During the April
meeting between President George
Bush and Prime Minister Sharon,
President Bush said that he would not
tolerate any activity that contravenes his
road map. There appeared to be some
disagreement between Bush and
Sharon. How is Israel dealing with the
issue of Bush’'s road map versus its own
needs?

We are 100 percent obligated to the plat-
form that is called “Road Map.” We are
thankful to the Administration for the role
of America, and to America for its role in
the whole peace process. America was a
major player, and one should remember
that in the peace with Egypt, the major

Accord that preceded it and made the
framework for the peace with Egypt was a
Camp David Accord. And Camp David is
neither in Egypt nor Israel. The Oslo
Accord was signed not in Jerusalem nor in
Oslo, but on the green lawn of the White
House. When we signed the Peace Treaty
with Jordan in the Arava on October 26,
1994, President Clinton flew into the
Arava to witness the signing ceremony.
The summit that unfortunately collapsed
in July 2000, before the uprising, was also
held in Camp David. America’s support,
happily, is bipartisan; regardless of
whether it's a Democratic Administration
or a Republican Administration. It was
President Carter who brokered the first
Camp David; it was President Clinton who
brokered the second Camp David; it was
President Bush who attended the ceremo-
ny in Al ‘Agabah in 2003, launching the
Road Map; and it was the first President
Bush who launched the Madrid
Conference in 1991.

It's important to mention that it's a
bipartisan support and bipartisan policy of
both parties in America. The people of






