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The recent launching of scores of Qassam rockets from Palestinian Gaza into southern Israel has once again cast a pall over hopes for peace between the two peoples. If past is prologue to the present, then the lessons we can draw from recent history is of prime importance to our ability to move things forward. 
Earlier this month in the nation's capital, Ambassador Dennis Ross addressed a group of media fellows for The Israel Project, the international non-profit organization dedicated to educating the press and the public about Israel, while promoting security, freedom and peace. The overarching theme of his presentation concerned the prevailing mythologies that sadly persist, regarding the breakdown of peace talks in 2000-2001 between Israel and the Palestinian Authority. 
As Middle East envoy for the United States and chief peace negotiator for President Clinton, Ross was privy to every last detail of the peace proposals. Because there are so many versions of the events that took place at Camp David in July of 2000 through the Taba negotiations in January of 2001, Ross decided to set the record straight, writing The Missing Peace in 2004, a comprehensive, 800 page account of exactly what transpired between the Israeli peace team and their Palestinian partners. Ross emphasized to the media fellows that without deconstructing the prevailing mythologies, it is not possible to fully understand where things stand today. He pointed to accountability and responsibility as absolute prerequisites to moving the process forward. 
According to Ross, what the Israelis offered the Palestinians was truly unprecedented in scope; so much so, that there was concern whether Prime Minister Ehud Barak would be able to win approval of the plan with the Israeli public. What was proposed came to be known as the Clinton Parameters. It included full Israeli withdrawal from 100% of Gaza, the relinquishment of over 96% of contiguous land in the West Bank to the Palestinians (with arrangements for a 4% land swap for the remaining percents), Palestinian control of their holy sites in Jerusalem as well as the Arab neighborhoods of East Jerusalem, where they could declare their capital, the right of return to all Palestinian refugees (and their descendants) to the new Palestinian state, and unbeknownst to many in the Western world, a $30 billion fund would have been created to compensate those refugees who chose not to exercise their ri ght of return to the Palestinian state. To all of this, Arafat could not find it within himself to say yes, and the result, as we now know, was the launching of the Second Intifada by the Palestinian leadership, known by Israelis as the Terror War.
Ross reflected on the tragic dimensions of Arafat's choice, the disastrous consequences it has had for the Palestinian people, and the region as a whole. The Palestinians needed a Nelson Mandela, and sadly, Arafat proved not up to the task of leading his people into a more hopeful and prosperous future. In retrospect, Ross wondered if it would not have been wiser to publicly present the peace proposal to the Palestinian people, who remained in the dark as to what their leader really rejected. Ross told the fellows that when he went to Ramallah later in 2001 and met with the Palestinian leadership who were not part of the negotiating team, they were astonished to learn what Arafat had turned down. Perhaps, had the Palestinian people been aware of what Barak and the Israelis were offering them, they would not have let Arafat say no so easily, since it was their future he was sacrificing. 

Ross reiterated that there must be consequences for the side that rejects peace and the only way to move forward is for all parties to accept responsibility for their actions and inactions. There must be accountability. He finds it completely unconscionable that Qassam rockets continue to rain down on southern Israel after a 100% withdrawal from that territory by the Israelis last summer. Yet the international community remains largely silent, when there needs to be unequivocal condemnation for these brazen attacks against the sovereign state of Israel, even after it has evacuated every last Israeli from Gazan territory.

Ross holds out hope that a new era of leadership can bring a much deserved peace and security to the region, and that someday Palestinian children can also grow up to become doctors, teachers, businesspeople, and future citizens of a free and peaceful Middle East. 
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