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Jimmy Carter International Herald Tribune

SUNDAY, MAY 7, 2006
ATLANTA Hamas and the Palestinians

Innocent Palestinian people are being
treated like animals, with the
presumption that they are guilty of
some crime. Because they voted for
candidates who are members of
Hamas, the United States government
has become the driving force behind
an apparently effective scheme of
depriving the general public of income,
access to the outside world and the
necessities of life.

Overwhelmingly, these are school
teachers, nurses, social workers, police
officers, farm families, shopkeepers,
and their employees and families who
are just hoping for a better life. Public
opinion polls conducted after the
January parliamentary election show
that 80 percent of Palestinians still
want a peace agreement with Israel
based on the international road map
premises. Although Fatah party
members refused to join Hamas in a
coalition government, nearly 70
percent of Palestinians continue to

support Fatah's leader, Mahmoud
Abbas, as their president.

It is almost a miracle that the
Palestinians have been able to
orchestrate three elections during the
past 10 years, all of which have been
honest, fair, strongly contested, without
violence and with the results accepted
by winners and losers. Among the 62
elections that have been monitored by
us at the Carter Center, these are
among the best in portraying the will of
the people.

One clear reason for the surprising
Hamas victory for legislative seats was
that the voters were in despair about
prospects for peace. With American
acquiescence, the Israelis had avoided
any substantive peace talks for more
than five years, regardless of who had
been chosen to represent the
Palestinian side as interlocutor.

The day after his party lost the election,
Abbas told me that his own struggling
government could not sustain itself

financially with their daily lives and
economy so severely disrupted, and
access from Palestine to Israel and the
outside world almost totally restricted.
They were already $900 million in debt
and had no way to meet the payroll for
the following month. The additional
restraints imposed on the new
government are a planned and
deliberate catastrophe for the citizens
of the occupied territories, in hopes
that Hamas will yield to the economic
pressure.

With all their faults, Hamas leaders
have continued to honor a temporary
cease-fire, or hudna, during the past 18
months, and their spokesman told me
that this "can be extended for two, 10
or even 50 years if the Israelis will
reciprocate." Although Hamas leaders
have refused to recognize the state of
Israel while their territory is being
occupied, Prime Minister Ismalil
Haniyeh has expressed approval for
peace talks between Abbas and Prime
Minister Ehud Olmert of Israel. He
added that if these negotiations result
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