CHALLENGING AID TO ISRAEL

By Stephen Zunes

hrough Democratic and Republi-

can administrations, Demociatic-
and Republican-led Congresses, dé-
tente, the renewed Cold War and post-
Cold War, the U.S government has
maintained a policy of large-scale eco-
nomic and military aid to the State of
Israel.

Even more striking, this policy has
continued with very little public de-
bate Most liberals—who have often
advocated linking foreign aid with a
government’s record on human rights,
international law, and peaceful rela-
tions with its neighbors—have had no
problem backing unconditional mili-
tary and economic aid to Istael Most
conservatives—who advocate reduced
federal spending and who are normal-
ly skeptical about foreign aid—have
similarly been strong supporters of un-
conditional aid to Israel.

As a result, there is little reason to
expect that these policies will change
with the administration of President
George W. Bush and a divided Con-
gress,

U.S. aid to Isiael began in the early
1950s with small grants and expanded
modestly over the next decade to in-
clude Export-Import Bank loans, Food
for Peace aid, and general economic
loans. Military loans began only after
the 1967 war. U.S, aid increased great-
ly in subsequent years. Grants replaced
loans for economic assistance in 1981,
and loans for military assistance in
1985. In recent years, the annual U S
subsidy for Israel has remained at ap-
proximately $3 billion in military and
economic grants, in addition to more

Stephen Zunes is associate professor of
politics and chair of the Peace & Justice
Studies Program at the University of San
Francisco.

‘Ei

poro i
D

Israel’'s GNP is higher than the combined GNPs of Egypt, Lebaon, Sria, Jordan, he
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West Bank, and Gaza. Israeli Jews enjoy the 16th highest standard of living in the
world, even higher than oil-rich Saudi Arabia and only slightly less than most

Western European countries.

than $500 million from other paits of

the buddet, or off the budget. Unlike
most U.5 recipients of economic aid,

which are required to use the bulk of

the money for specific projects, such as
buying certain US. agricultural sui-
pluses or finished goods, most U.S. aid
to Isiael goes directly into the govern-
ment’s treasury to use as Israel pleases
In every other country, United States
Agency for International Developinent
(USAID) officials ovetsee the actual
programs, administered either directly
through non-governmental organiza-
tions o1 under cosponsorship with a
dovernment agency Since 1971, how-
evet, Israel has been the exception: The
U.S. government sets the funding level
and funding takes place through sim-
ple cash transfers to the Isiaeli govern-
ment Furthermore, hetween 1992 and
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1997, the United States guaranteed Is-
rael an additional $2 billion in loans
annually.

Congressional researchers have dis-
closed that between 1974 and 1989,
$16 4 billion in U.S. military loans
were converted to grants; this was the
understanding from the beginning. In-
deed, all past U.S. loans to Israel have
eventually been forgiven by Congress,
which explains why U .S. supporters of
the $10 billion loan guarantee could
claim that Israel has never defaulted on
a US government loan. U.S. policy
since 1984 has been that economic as-
sistance to Israel must equal or exceed
Israel’s annual debt repayment to the
United States. No country has ever re-
ceived as much congressionally man-
dated aid as has Israel, including South

Continued on page 59
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Vietnam.

Unlike other countries, which re-
ceive aid in quarterly installments, for
nearly 20 years aid has been given in a
lump sum at the beginning of the fiscal
year, leaving the US government to
borrow from future revenues. Israel
even lends some of this money back
through U S. treasury bills and collects
the additional interest. This special
arrangement costs the US govein-
ment approximately $50 million each
year,

in addition, more than $2.5 billion
in private U.S. funds is given to Istael
annually, much of which is tax-de-
ductible. The ability of Americans to
make what amounts to tax-deductible
contributions to a foreign governnent,
macde possible through a number of
Jewish charities, does not exist with
any other country.

The total US. aid to Israel is ap-
proximately one-third of the foreign
aid budget, even though Israel consists
of just one-one-hundredth of 1 percent
of the wotld’s population, and already
has one of the world’s higher per capi-
ta incomes. Indeed, Isiael’s GNP is
highet than the combined GNPs of
Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, the
West Bank, and Gaza. Israeli Jews en-
joy the 16th highest standard of living
in the wotld, even higher than oil-tich
Saudi Arabia and only slightly less
than most Western European coun-
tries. USAID does not even cariy the
pretense that economic aid to Istael is
development assistance, instead utiliz-
ing the term “econontic support fund-
ing.” And althongh it has recently been
announced that economic aid to Israel
will be gradually eliminated over the
next several years, at least half of it will
be converted to military aid.

Given the singular character of the
U.S -Israel aid relationship, it is worth
examining the reasons behind it. De-
spite thetoric to the contrary, it is
doubtful that many U.S. officials feel
any moral commitment to Israel or be-
lieve that Israel is a democracy battling
for its very survival, Were this actually
the case, U.S. aid to Istael would have
been highest in the early years of the

Ninety-nine percent of U.S military assistance to Israel came only after Israel proved
itself to be far stronger than any combination of Arab armies and after
Israeli eccupation forces became the rulers of a large Palestinian population.

existence of the Jewish state, when its
democratic institutions were strongest
and its strategic situation most vulner-
able, and would have declined as its
military power grew dramatically, and
its tepression agdainst Palestinians in
the occupied territories increased. In-
stead, the trend has been in just the op-
posite direction: Major U.S, military
and economic aid to Israel did not be-
gin until after the 1967 war. Indeed, 99
percent of US military assistance to
Israel since its establishment came
only after Israel proved itself to be far
stronger than any combination of Arab
armies and after Israeli occupation
forces became the rulers of a large
Palestinian population.

In the hypothetical event that all
U.S aid to Israel were immediately cut
off, it would be many vears before Is-
1ael would be under significantly
greater military threat than it is today.
Israel has both a major domestic arms
industry and an existing military force
far more capable and powerful than
any conceivable combination of oppos-
ing forces. While a cutoff of economic
support would likely force Israel to
compromise more inl the peace process,
there would be no question of Istael’s
survival being militaily at risk in the
foreseeable future.

One of the most fundamental prin-
ciples in the theory of international re-
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lations is that the most stable military
relationship between adversaries—Dbe-
sides disarmament—is strategic parity
Such a relationship provides an effec-
tive deterrent for both sides against the

David Si!vennan/Néwsmakers .

other launching a preemptive attack If

the United States were concerned sim-
ply with Israel’s security, it would be
dedicated to maintaining Israeli de-
fenses to the point where they would
be approximately equal to any combi-
nation of Arab armed forces. Instead,
leaders of both American political pat-
ties have called not for the United
States to help maintain a military bal-
ance between Israel and its neighbors,
but for ensuring qualitative Israeli mil-
itary superiority. When Istael was less
dominant militarily, there was no such
consensus for US. backing of Israel
The continued high levels of U.S. aid to
Israel do not come out of concern for
Israel’s survival, then, but perhaps out
of a desire for Israel to continue its po-
litical dominance of the Palestinians,
and its military dominance of the re-
gion Indeed, the pattern appears to be
that the stronger and more willing to
cooperate with U S. interests that Is-

rael becomes, the higher the level of

aid.

Despite the end of the Cold Waz, the
strategic 1elationship was strength-
ened still further during the Clinton
administration. A revealing episode is
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In October 1993, the United States officially announced to Israel that there would be

a 5437 million deduction in the next year's loan due to settlement construction
during the 1993 fiscal year. However, State Department Middle East peace tatks
coordinator Dennis Ross (left) let the Israeli government know that the United States

would find a way to restore the full funding.

in regard to Clinton’s attitude toward
the controversial $10 billion loan guar-
antee. During the 1992 campaign,
Clinton attacked then Piesident
George Bush from the right, criticizing
his insistence that the loan guarantee
be linked to curbing the illegal Israeli
settlements in the occupied territories
or be withheld until after the Israeli
elections in June, a position which
many Israelis interpreted as an en-
doisement of the Likud. Feeling heat
from Clinton, by this point the Demo-
cratic presidential nominee, Bush ap-
proved the loans in August, despite a
lack of Israeli assurance that they
would halt settlement activity. And
contiary to Clinton’s claims that the
loans would be used as housing for
Jewish immigrants, none of the money
was used for such purposes; indeed, Is-
rael had thousands of unoccupied
housing units, particularly in Beer
Sheba, where most refugees were then
initially settled. The Israeli govern-
ment itself acknowledged that the
loans were more of a cushion than any-
thing vital to the economy.

Congress then attached a provision
requiring that the president deduct the
cost of additional settlement activity
from the $2 billion annual installment
of the loan. In QOctober 1993, the Unit-
ed States officially announced to Isiael
that there would be a $437 million de-
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duction in the next year’s loan due to
settlement construction during the
1993 fiscal year. However, State De-
partment Middle East peace talks co-
ordinator Dennis Ross immediately let
the Israeli government know that the
United States would find a way to re-
store the full funding. Within a month,
Clinton authorized Israel to draw an
additional $500 million in U S. mikl-
tary supplies from NATO warehouses
in Europe.

A similar scenario unfolded the fol-
lowing year: After deducting $311.8
million on settlements from 1995
loans, Clinton authorized $95.8 mil-
lion for redeploying troops from Gaza
and $240 million to facilitate with-
drawal from West Bank cities, based on
the rather odd assumption that it cost
more to withdraw troops than to main-
tain them in hostile urban areas. This
pattern continued for the remaining
three years of the loan guarantees.

Indeed, Clinton explicitly promised
the Israelis that aid would remain con-
stant regardless of Israeli settlement
policies. What resulted was that the
United States effectively began to sub-
sidize the settlements directly, since
the Israelis knew they would be com-
pensated for every dollar that they con-
tributed to maintaining their presence
in the West Bank

This pattern continued after 1997,
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There have been reports in both the Is-
raeli and American press that much ot
the $400 million of the supplemental
U S. economic aid to Israel mandated
in the Wye River accords is being spent
to improve roads connecting Israeli set-
tlements in the West Bank to Israel and
to beef up the Israeli military presence
around them

Critics have observed that all ot
those settlements are illegal according
to Article 49 of the Geneva Conven-
tion, which bans occupying powers
from transferring parts of their own
civilian population into the territory
taken by military force Indeed, UN.
Security Council Resolution 446—
adopted unanimously with US sup-
port—specifically requires Israel to
withdraw unconditionally from those
settlements. And Resolution 4653, for-
bids any country from supporting Is-
rael’s colonization drive.

While peace agreements between
nations usually lead to demilitariza-
tion, the United States has actually in-
creased military aid to Israel following
its treaties with its Arab neighbors
There was an enormous increase in
military and economic aid to Israel fol-
lowing the Camp David accords with
Egypt in 1978. Other laige increases
followed the Israeli-Jordanian peace
agreement in 1993 and various stages
of the [staeli-Palestinian peace process
For example, the United States sent an
additional $1.4 billion in military as-
sistance to Israel in 1999 as part of the
Wrye River agreement of the previous
year, more than $800 million of which
was for strategic weaponry. The re-
mainder of the military aid was for re-
deployment, though it is hard to ac-
count for such a large cost for what
amounted to a very limited pullback of
forces. The Wye River aid also includ-
ed a new supply of U.S.-made heli-
copter gun ships, with which human
rights groups have accused the Israelis
of inflicting large-scale casualties
among civilians since the start of the
uprising last fall.

Contrary to many predictions, the
end of the Cold War and the significant
advances in the peace process have not
lessened U.S. military and economic
aid to Israel. U.S. aid to Israel is high-
er now than 20 years ago, when
Egypt’s massive and well-equipped
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armed torees threatened war; the Syri-
an military was expanding rapidly
with  advanced Soviet weaponry:
armed factions of the PLO were
launching terrotist attacks into Israel;
a hostile Jordan still claimed the West

Bank and stationed large numbers of

troops along its lengthy border with [s-
rael; and Irag was embarking on a vast
program of militarization. There is
now a longstanding peace treaty with
Egypt and a large demilitarized and in-
ternationally monitored bufter zone at
its border with Israel. Periodic peace
negotiations take place with a gradual-
ly demilitarizing Syria, which has been
weakened by the collapse of its Soviet
patron The PLO has ceased its terror-
ist attacks against Israel Jordan has
signed a peace treaty with full normal-
ized relations. And Iraq’s armed forces
were devastated by the Gulf War and
the subsequent, strict international
sanctions Why, then, do such high lev-
els of aid to Israel continue?
Notewoithy is the often-repeated
insistence by leaders of both major
U.S political parties that aid to Israel

should be “kept at current levels " If

the real interest was in providing ade-
quate support for Israeli defense, the
political leaders would instead be re-

The Wye River aid included a new supply of US -made helicopter qun ships, with

avid Silverman/Newsmakers

The United States effectively began to subsidize the settlements directly, since the
Israelis knew they would be compensated for every dollar that they contributed to
maintaining their presence in the West Bank,

terring to “maintaining adequate aid to
maintain Israel’s security needs,”
which presumably would be declining
as the peace process moves forward
However, Istael’s actual defense needs
are not the issue

Matti Peled, former Israeli major
general and Knesset member, repot ted
that as far as he could tell, the amount
of US. military aid to Israel was ar-
rived at “out of thin air.” Aid has been

which human rights groups have accused the lsraelis of inflicting large-scale
casualties among civilians since the start of the uprising last fall.
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fdr more than Israel needs to teplenish
stocks and is not apparently related di-
rectly to any specific security require-
ments. It has remained relatively con-
stant in recent years, thereby reinforc-
ing the impression that it is little more
than a U S.-government subsidy for
American arms manufacturers. This
benefit to American defense contrac-
tors is multiplied by the fact that every
major arms transfer to Israel creates a
new demand by Arab states—most of
which can pay hard currency through
petradollars—for additional American
weapons to challenge Israel Indeed, Is-
tael announced its acceptance of a
Middle Eastern arms freeze in 1991,
but the United States effectively
blocked it

In 1993, when 78 senators wrote
President Clinton insisting that aid to
Israel be continued at current levels,
they justified this on the grounds of
massive arms procurement by Arabs
states, neglecting to note that 80 per-
cent of those arms transfers were of
U.S. arigin. If they were really con-
cerned about Israeli security, they
would have voted to block these arms
transfers, most of which went to the
Gulf monarchies Yet, this was clearly
not their purpose. Even Israel did not
actively oppose the sale of 72 highly so-
phisticated F-15E jet fighters to Saudi
Arabia in 1992, since the Bush admin-
istration had offered yet another in-
crease in U.S. arms transfers to Istael

Continued on page 78
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Continued from page 61

in return for Israeli acquiescence,

In many respects, US. aid policy
serves the interests of both Israel and
the Gulf monarchies well, Istael, Saudi
Aurabia, and the United States all share
an interest in curbing radical national-
ism and preserving the regional status
quo—if deemed necessary, by military
force In addition, for the Istaelis, Arab
militarism serves as an excuse for con-
tinued repression in the occupied ter-
ritories and resistance to demands foz
territorial compromise. For autocratic
Arab leaders, Istaeli military power
serves as an excuse for their lack of in-
ternal democracy and inability to ad-
dress badly needed social and econom-
ic reforms. It is noteworthy that for
many years until 1993, the United
States was sending billions of dollars to
Gulf states that took a harder line to-
ward Israel than the PLO, while refus-
ing to even talk with the Palestinians.

In any case, the resulting arms race
has been a bonanza for U S arms man-
ufacturers, which may actually. be a

major explanation for U.S. aid policy
For while the pro-Istael lobbies cei-
tainly wield substantial clout with
their contributions to congressional
candidates supportive of large-scale
military and economic aid to Israel, the
Aerospace Industry Association—
which promotes massive arms trans-
fers to the Middle East and else-
where—is even more influential, con-
tributing more than $74 million in
each of the most recent two election cy-

cles and has the additional promise of

jobs and federa] dollars flowing into
key states and congressional districts,
Indeed, the Clinton administiation
showed no qualms about continued aid
to Morocco, despite its ongoing occu-
pation of western Sahara, and to In-
donesia, despite its occupation of East
Timo1, which ended only after blood-
bath. Aid to Israel, particularly in 1e-
cent years, has been justified as neces-
saiy to support the peace process. Yet,
critics observe that unconditional aid
gives Israel no real incentive to make
the necessary concessions that could
lead to peace, or even to end its human
tights abuses and violations of inter-

national law. As former Secretary of

State Henry Kissinger once told a col-
league, “I ask Rabin to make conces-
sions, and he says he can’t because Is-
rael is weak. So I give him more arms,
and he says he doesn’t need to make
concessions because Isiael is strong.”
This is in contrast to the frequent use
of aid as leverage, when given to Jor-
dan, Lebanon, Egypt, and other Arab
statés, as well as the Palestinian Au-
thotity.

In the short term, U S. aid to Israel
serves the interests of certain powerful
segments in American society. Howev-
e1, it may backfire some day. Such un-
conditional aid to Israel will likely em-
bolden Istael—now under the leader-
ship of the rightist Ariel Sharon—to
tefuse to make the further compromis-
es needed to make peace. U S. support
for Sharon, whom many in the Arab
world see as a war criminal, and U.S,
military and economic assistance for
his ongoing occupation and coloniza-
tion of Arab lands may create a back-
lash in the Arab world, that, in the long
tun, could seriously undermine U S.
interests in the Middle East B



