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T he Hamas attacks of 7 October 2023 in which more than 1,100 
Israelis, mostly civilians, were killed and some 240 people were 
taken hostage, unleashed a devastating war with a direct impact 

on regional stability. The Israeli response has resulted in the deaths of 
more than more than 30,000 Palestinians, the majority of them women 
and children, and the forced displacement of more than one and a half 
million Palestinians who are living in subhuman conditions without 
shelter, food, or water, and still threatened by Israeli army bombing 
attacks.

With growing international pressure for a ceasefire in Gaza, the government 
of Benjamin Netanyahu is still persisting in its military campaign in 
pursuance of its goals: eradication of Hamas, freeing the hostages, and 
ensuring that Gaza will never again pose a threat to Israel. However, 
increasing numbers of international and regional actors are beginning to 
talk about peace. For the European Union and the international community, 
this peace entails the two-state solution, which goes back to the original 
formula put forth by the United Nations in 1947.

The EU’s advocacy of the two-state solution is nothing new. What has 
changed is that since the beginning of the year, EU institutions have 
tried to resume a certain impartiality in the conflict and are beginning to 
speak out in favour of peace. First, in Lisbon, the High Representative, 
Josep Borrell, stated: “Peace will only be achieved in a lasting manner 
if the international community gets involved intensely to achieve it and 
imposes a solution”. Later, at the University of Valladolid, in his speech 
on being invested with an Honorary Doctorate, the head of EU diplomacy 
pointed out that Israel has financed Hamas with the aim of weakening the 
Palestinian National Authority.

Even more ambitiously, at the end of January, Borrell presented to the 
foreign ministers of the EU 27 and representatives from Israel and the 
Arab countries a 10-point plan for the creation of two states. This plan 
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After four months of war in Gaza, the European Union, or at least its High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Josep Borrell, seems 
determined to talk about peace. Borrell is even saying that the international 
community will have to “impose” it. But in such an asymmetrical conflict, 
how can peace be imagined?
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https://euromedmonitor.org/en/article/6176/Statistics-on-the-Israeli-attack-on-the-Gaza-Strip-%2807-October---23-February-2024%29
https://www.mei.edu/publications/eu-and-israel-hamas-war-narrow-important-niche
https://www.middleeasteye.net/live-blog/live-blog-update/josep-borrell-solution-israel-palestine-must-be-imposed-outside
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2024/01/19/israel-financed-hamas-to-weaken-the-palestinian-authority-josep-borrell-claims
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/foreign-affairs-council-press-remarks-high-representative-josep-borrell-upon-arrival-14_en?etrans=es
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envisages a “Preparatory Peace Conference” and talks until it is possible 
for the parties to agree on a solution. Always wary of idealism, Borrell did 
not speak of “peace” but of “solutions”: “We have to stop talking about 
the ‘peace’ process and start talking more concretely about the ‘two-state 
solution’ process”.

Despite international consensus on the formula presented by the United 
Nations, and Borrell’s determination to move closer to the inevitable 
horizon of peace, there are obstacles that will be difficult to overcome.

Despite its economic power, the European Union–Israel’s 

main trading partner and largest provider of foreign 

aid to the Palestinians–has been unable to make any 

progress towards achieving peace between the two 

sides. The initial reluctance of Brussels, like Washington, 

to pressure Israel to end its military campaign has 

shredded EU credibility in Palestine and a good part of 

the Middle East.

First, how could peace that entails the creation of a Palestinian state 
be “imposed” when Israel vehemently opposes this? The Israeli prime 
minister, Benjamin Netanyahu recently declared that in any future 
arrangement, “the state of Israel has to control the entire area from 
the river to the sea”. Heavy external pressure would be needed to 
convince the Israeli government, and this seems impossible in view of 
the unconditional support that it has had–and continues to have–from 
Washington, regardless of the war crimes the Israeli army is committing. 
As yet, there is no sign that either Moscow or Beijing intends to be 
involved in any peace initiative. Key regional stakeholders like Egypt, 
Turkey, and the Gulf states are concentrating all their diplomatic 
efforts on achieving a ceasefire in Gaza. As long as the Gaza Strip is 
being bombed and regionalisation of the conflict continues, the Arab 
countries see as unrealistic any peace-making effort that does not start 
with achieving an end to the war, and that does not include official 
recognition of a Palestinian state. 

Despite its economic power, the European Union–Israel’s main trading 
partner and largest provider of foreign aid to the Palestinians–has been 
unable to make any progress towards achieving peace between the two 
sides. The initial reluctance of Brussels, like Washington, to pressure 
Israel to end its military campaign has “shredded” EU credibility in 
Palestine and a good part of the Middle East. However, in order to 
redress this situation, Brussels could promote EU-wide recognition of a 
Palestinian state in accordance with the 1999 Berlin Declaration, which 
stated its readiness to consider this “in due course”.

https://efe.com/en/latest-news/2024-01-19/netanyahu-rejects-two-state-solution-says-israel-will-control-from-the-river-to-the-sea/
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/01/17/opinion/biden-israel-war-washington.html?smid=nytcore-android-share
https://www.lemonde.fr/en/international/article/2024/01/12/middle-east-conflict-us-and-uk-strike-houthis-in-yemen_6426449_4.html
https://www.ft.com/content/11890426-0250-4a3c-ba48-d8523924eb9c
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2024/1/17/gaza-will-be-the-grave-of-the-western-led-world-order
https://www.palquest.org/en/historictext/36793/declaration-heads-state-or-government-european-union-middle-east-peace-process-berlin-declaration
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The second stumbling block builds upon the question: who would sign 
a peace agreement? Even if peace could be imposed from the outside, 
the Israeli and Palestinian stakeholders have diametrically opposed 
positions. The Israeli government wants total control of all territories it 
occupies, including Gaza, and rather than any intention to put an end 
to colonisation, it aims to keep encouraging it. The Palestinian National 
Authority (PNA) opposes any kind of solution that does not include an 
end to the occupation and creation of a Palestinian state with the 1967 
borders. Notwithstanding the PNA’s crisis of diminished legitimacy, 
Palestinians do agree that ending the Israeli occupation is the first step 
towards the creation of a Palestinian state.

It is estimated that more than 700,000 Jewish settlers are living illegally 
in occupied Palestinian territories. Moreover, since 7 October, eviction 
of Palestinians from their homes and colonisation of the West Bank and 
East Jerusalem have intensified with Israeli government and military 
support, as expanding the illegal settlements was already a priority of 
the Netanyahu government. It is a gradual but implacable strategy. In the 
words of the BBC, one day a motorhome moves in, the next a few houses are 
built, and then an urban centre is established. In these circumstances, any 
proposal for negotiation that does not envisage an end to the occupation 
is, perforce, doomed to failure.

An even thornier matter is the role of Hamas in future negotiations 
between Israelis and Palestinians. This militant Palestinian group which 
committed the atrocities of 7 October is a stakeholder that Israel wishes to 
eradicate and that the United States and the European Union have labelled 
as a terrorist group. Hence the dilemma is the following: on the one hand, 
any attempt at negotiation that includes Hamas will be used by Israel as an 
argument not to engage and, on the other hand, excluding Hamas–which 
is supported by part of the population of Gaza and, in growing numbers, 
by the population in the West Bank–will only increase the division within 
the Palestinian leadership.

Talking about peace is as necessary as it is easy to see an infinite number of 
obstacles. Imposing peace would seem unviable without a more powerful 
and more credible Europe, without a more impartial United States, and 
without other legitimate stakeholders who are able to bring Israeli and 
Palestinian positions closer together. In such a lopsided conflict, the most 
likely scenario is that Israel will keep rejecting any solution that involves 
the creation of a Palestinian state, that Hamas will survive the current 
war and the international community will continue to back the two-state 
solution without taking any real measures to end the occupation.

https://pcpsr.org/en/node/965
https://carnegieendowment.org/2023/12/22/for-palestinians-day-after-starts-with-plan-for-ending-israel-s-occupation-pub-91318?utm_source=carnegieemail&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=announcement&mkt_tok=ODEzLVhZVS00MjIAAAGQMaj6_u9E2_WjJGhVm754OXcrjzIZKhQo4hNa-_rnITpiM0Ak2VIz2ypJUtLXiuiwpHmzESFgvWzyDD0zu4cU7HmG4y-E9wntB7p-lW_-1Q
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/articles/c9xrlyjyy2yo
https://apnews.com/article/israel-hamas-palestinians-opinion-poll-wartime-views-a0baade915619cd070b5393844bc4514
https://www.cidob.org/publicaciones/serie_de_publicacion/opinion_cidob/2023/las_tres_consecuencias_inevitables_del_conflicto_entre_israel_y_gaza

