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CJPME Introduction to Article  

CJPME is pleased to present a high-level critique of the Harper government’s Middle East 

policy by Steve Hibbard, a retired diplomat for Canada in the Middle East. Through his 

historical review of Canadian Middle East policy, Mr. Hibbard makes evident that Canada has 

consistently been a firm supporter of Israel while still remaining “fair-minded” vis-à-vis 

Israel’s Arab neighbours.  Hibbard goes on to document, however, how the Harper 

government has abandoned any pretext of fair-mindedness, and has consequently 

undermined Canada's standing in the Arab and wider Muslim worlds.  Through historical 

comparison and via specific examples, Hibbard demonstrates how the Harper government 

has demeaned Canada's reputation as a responsible and respected player on the 

international stage. 

Steve Hibbard was a Canadian foreign service officer for 37 years, beginning in 1967. The 

bulk of his career was spent working on Middle East issues both in Ottawa and in the course 

of five postings to the Middle East including to Egypt, Israel and the Palestinian territories.  

He also spent five years dealing with Middle East issues in Washington. Near the end of his 

career, Hibbard was head of Canada's Representative Office to the Palestinian Authority in 

Ramallah from August 2001 to August 2004. 

While CJPME welcomes the opportunity to present Mr. Hibbard’s article to Canadian 

audiences, CJPME reminds readers that the views and perspectives in the article are those of 

Mr. Hibbard, and do not necessarily reflect the positions of CJPME.   

 

Below: Hibbard discusses with Palestinian Authority President Yasser Arafat in 2001. 
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Canada’s Middle-East Policy: The End of Fair-

Minded Idealism or a New Beginning? 

 

Steve Hibbard 

From 1947 through the early years of the 21st century Canada's record of support for Israel 

was solid. This country was with Israel from the beginning through membership in the 

United Nations Special Commission on Palestine (UNSCOP). That Commission, with Canada 

playing a central role, recommended, over Arab objections, that Palestine be divided into a 

Jewish state and an Arab state. Subsequently, Lester Pearson took the lead in helping 

securing the UN votes necessary for the passage of General Assembly Resolution 181 which 

implemented UNSCOP's recommendations. Resolution 181 provides the foundation for the 

international legitimacy of Israel. But despite an approach to Middle East affairs that over 

the years has been generously supportive of Israel, successive Canadian governments 

normally made some effort to be fair-minded on issues involving the Jewish state and its 

Arab neighbours. 

The Harper Government, however, despite claiming to be “principled”, has frequently taken 

positions that fall outside Canada's historical practice. For example, even as respectable 

western members of the international community such as Britain, Norway, Sweden, 

Belgium, Ireland and Portugal joined in deploring Israel's disproportionate use of force in the 

2006 Lebanon war or the 2010 Operation Cast Lead invasion of Gaza, Canada extended 

virtually unqualified backing to Israel. A recent low was established in Foreign Minister 

Baird's statement on the death of former Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir.  

Shamir was a genuine historic figure. But all Canadians were not deeply saddened to learn of 

his passing as Mr. Baird would have it. Whatever Shamir's service to Israel he was a man 

with a past. Shamir and his “Stern Gang” had blood on their hands for multiple atrocities 

including: 

-the 1944 assassination in Cairo of Winston Churchill’s close friend, Lord Moyne; 

-the bombing of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem in 1946; 

-the Deir Yassin Massacre in 1948; and 

-the assassination of the Swedish UN mediator, Count Bernadotte, in 1948.  

Mr. Shamir, as Israeli Foreign Minister, also failed to act on receiving news of the ongoing 

Sabra and Shatila massacre In Lebanon in 1982. The former Israeli Prime Minister was not, 

by any stretch of the imagination, “...a dear friend of Canada.” (One wonders how the Brits 

and Swedes or Canadians of Palestinian origin reacted to Baird's statement.) 

The extent to which the Harper Government has departed from traditional Canadian 

positions and approaches on Middle East and especially Israeli-Palestinian issues can best be 
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appreciated against the background of specific episodes. This paper will look at snap shots of 

Canada's policy in the context of: 

-Prime Minister Clark's decision to move Canada's embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem in 

1979; 

-Israeli Operation Peace for Galilee in Lebanon in 1982; 

-the first Palestinian intifada beginning in 1987; 

-the Refugee Working Group; 

-increasingly close relations with Israel in the 90's; 

-the Summit of the Peacemakers in 1996; 

-the second Palestinian intifada beginning in 2000; 

-the Iraq War in 2003; and 

-the Harper Government's response to Middle East issues. 

It will also propose that Canada use its close ties with Israel to help build the mutual trust 

between Israelis and Palestinians that would facilitate a peace settlement. 

 

1 Joe Clark and the 1979 Canadian Embassy Debacle 

Prime Minister Clark's 1979 decision to move Canada's Embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to 

Jerusalem led to a traumatic episode in relations with the Middle East. That crisis left its 

mark on Canada's regional policy for the next two decades.  

Jerusalem is central to both the Israeli and Palestinian sense of national identity. In addition, 

its religious significance for both Muslims and Jews goes even beyond that felt by many 

Christians. Recognizing the sensitivity of Jerusalem, UNSCOP, on which a Canadian, Justice 

Ivan Rand, played a dominant role, recommended in 1947 a special status for Jerusalem 

(corpus separatum) in its plan for the partition of Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab state. 

That plan, including Jerusalem as a corpus separatum, was adopted in UN Resolution 181 of 

1947.  Israel captured West Jerusalem during the 1948 Israel-Arab war and proclaimed 

Jerusalem as Israel's capital. But the disengagement lines established by the truce ending 

fighting were not considered by the international community to have any relevance for the 

status of Jerusalem. Consequently, almost the entire world to this day has declined to 

establish embassies Jerusalem.  

News of Canada's intention to move its embassy to Jerusalem sparked an immediate 

backlash, even outrage, from a variety of sources, especially in the Arab and Islamic worlds, 

but also from the Canadian business community. The latter feared for its commercial 

opportunities in Middle East oil states made wealthy by the rise of OPEC following the 1973 
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Yom Kippur war. Criticism extended as far as US President Carter who feared negative 

consequences for the Egyptian-Israeli peace he had just brokered.  

As a means of calming the storm, former Progressive Conservative leader Robert Stanfield 

was commissioned by PM Clark as Canada's Special Representative for the Middle East. His 

mandate was to report on how Canada could best implement the embassy decision. After a 

tour of the region, which included numerous meetings with government officials and others, 

Mr. Stanfield moved immediately to prepare an interim report for PM Clark. In it, on the 

basis of what he had learned during his regional consultations, Mr. Stanfield recommended 

that the move of the embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem not go forward. In particular he 

maintained that: 

“To use effectively whatever influence we may have in the area to encourage 

moderation and compromise we must retain credibility with both sides as a fair-

minded interlocutor.” 

Mr. Stanfield's stress on fair-mindedness was consistent with Canada's record in 

international affairs. Appreciation for Canadian fair-mindedness had been among the 

elements that enabled Mr. Justice Ivan Rand to play so effective a part in the deliberations 

of UNSCOP. It was also instrumental in enabling Canada to play a key role in bringing 

together the necessary votes in the UN General assembly for passage of Resolution 181.  A 

decade later, Prime Minister Louis Saint-Laurent declined to back Britain during the 1956 

Suez crisis. That exercise in fair-mindedness cost his government dearly among anglophone 

Canadians. Emotional ties to Britain in 1956 were much stronger than they are today. But it 

also gave Lester Pearson the maneuvering room needed to win support from the USA, the 

Soviet Union, Britain and France to launch the world's first peacekeeping force in the Sinai 

Peninsula. An achievement for which he won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1957. 

 

2 Canada and Israel’s “Operation Peace for Galilee”  (1982) 

Despite the Jerusalem embassy episode Canada remained a thoughtful supporter of Israel, 

its international legitimacy and its right to live at peace with its neighbours within secure 

and recognized boundaries. But that experience did contribute to a more realistic 

appreciation of the Middle East, of the Arab-Israeli conflict and in particular of Israel's 

relationship with its Palestinian neighbours. A decline in Canada's more or less reflexive 

support for Israel on many issues was reinforced by the behaviour of the Begin Government. 

Under Begin Israel frequently reacted in a disproportionate manner towards Palestinians 

and other Arabs. The March 1978 Coastal Road Massacre of 37 Israelis by members of Fatah 

was widely condemned by Canada and others, including President Sadat, of Egypt --then in 

peace negotiations with Israel. Operation Litani, launched three days later in response, led 

to the death of at least 1100 Palestinians and Lebanese, mostly civilians. It also drove many 

thousands of Lebanese from their homes while causing massive damage.  Criticism of Israel 
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came from many quarters, including from US President Carter for misuse of American 

supplied cluster bombs.  

Far more damaging to Israel's reputation was Operation Peace for Galilee, the 1982 invasion 

of Lebanon. The attempted assassination of the Israeli ambassador in London by the Abu 

Nidal organization, an extremist Palestinian group violently opposed to Yasser Arafat's PLO, 

provided the pretext for the invasion of Lebanon. Its purpose was to drive the PLO from 

Lebanon.  That goal was largely achieved but at the cost of thousands of civilian casualties, 

multiple thousands of refugees, immense destruction and severe damage to Israel's 

international standing.  

The Sabra and Shatila massacre was especially horrific. Israeli troops, who had surrounded 

the two Beirut refugee camps, allowed entry to Christian militia from the Lebanese 

Phalange. Aided by light from Israeli flares fired into the night sky the Phalange militia 

massacred between 800 and 3000 civilian refugees. The butchery led to widespread 

revulsion, including in Israel itself. Peace Now lead a mass protest against the war. Defence 

Minister Ariel Sharon, who had approved entry of the Phalangist forces into the refugee 

camps, was forced to resign after an Israeli commission of enquiry found that he bore 

personal responsibility for not having taken steps to forestall the massacre. 

 

3 Canada and the First Palestinian Intifada (1987) 

Not surprisingly, in light of events in Lebanon, Canada's stance on Middle East issues, 

including the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, evolved during the late 70's and early 80's.  PM 

Trudeau, for example, wrote strong letters of protest on the Lebanon war to Israeli PM 

Begin. Under the Trudeau Government it became normal for mid-level diplomats to 

maintain contacts with the PLO at a time when US diplomats were not allowed to do so.  

Canada's voting record at the UN, which on Middle East issues had frequently been in the 

company of the US and Israel,  increasingly saw Canada vote with  European partners such 

as  Britain, the Netherlands, Belgium, Sweden and Norway. To fair-minded observers it was 

indisputable that some Israeli behaviour, such as the establishment of settlements in the 

West Bank, Gaza, and East Jerusalem, which were illegal under international law, and too 

frequent disregard for Palestinian human rights, deserved to be criticized. Nevertheless, 

Canada remained one of Israel's staunchest supporters, even during the course of the First 

Intifada.  

In March 1988, with Israel under widespread international criticism for its harsh reaction to 

Palestinians demonstrating against two decades of Israeli occupation, External Affairs 

Minister Clark gave a speech to the annual meeting of the Canada Israel Committee. In it he 

declared: 

“Human rights violations such as we have witnessed in the West Bank and Gaza, in 

these past agonizing weeks, are totally unacceptable, and in many cases are illegal 
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under international law. The use of live ammunition to restore civilian order, the 

withholding of food supplies to control and collectively penalize civilian populations, 

the use of tear gas to intimidate families in their homes, of beatings to maim so as to 

neutralize youngsters and preempt further demonstrations, have all been witnessed 

these past months. UN officials, to say nothing of the media, report that these actions 

almost certainly are deliberate instruments of the so-called ‘iron-fist’ policy, designed 

to reestablish control by force and by fear.”  

The Clark speech came immediately after PM Mulroney had maintained publicly that Israel 

was showing restraint. With the organized Canadian Jewish community in an uproar and 

reports circulating of friction between Mulroney and Clark both the PM and the External 

Affairs Minister took quick steps to reassure the Canadian Jewish community of their 

sympathy, understanding and strong support for Israel. The upset of the Jewish Community 

may have been exacerbated by considerable media criticism of Israel. This included editorial 

comment in the Toronto Star and La Presse, following the Clark speech, that seemed to call 

into question the first loyalties of some members of the Jewish community. In retrospect, 

Mr. Clark may have wished that he had chosen a less public forum to express views that 

were shared not only by many members of his department but also by broad segments of 

the Canadian public. That Mr. Clark's views had so evolved since the embassy to Jerusalem 

episode demonstrated his inherent fair-mindedness and willingness to learn from exposure 

to other than the starkest pro-Israel views on Middle East issues. But, the reaction to the 

Canada Israel Committee speech also demonstrated the considerable sensitivity that 

Canadian governments have always displayed to concerns of the Jewish community. 

Even if the Clark speech tested and drew back from the limits of fair-mindedness, Canada's 

policy did remain within a broad western consensus throughout the late 80's and 90's. While 

expressing deep support for Israel, Canada more often voted in the UN with western 

European partners. Nevertheless, Canada often trended towards the US/Israel side of the 

spectrum in its UN voting pattern. In short, while Canada's position was not all that Israel 

might have wished it was far from being what Palestinians or other Arabs might have hoped. 

For example, despite having been a major proponent of the partition plan, which called for a 

Jewish and an Arab state, Canada's support for a Palestinian state during this period was 

muffled.  Canada's publicly expressed formulae such as “the right to a homeland in the West 

Bank and Gaza”, later evolving into “the right to self-determination in the context of peace 

negotiations” nibbled at the edges but avoided declaring for a Palestinian state. 

 

4 Canada’s “Leadership” of the Refugee Working Grou p 

Canada was chosen by the USA to chair the Refugee Working Group (RWG), one of the 

multilateral working groups established following the 1991 Madrid Middle East summit. 

Refugees are one of the most sensitive issues in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Resolution of 

the Palestinian refugee problem   is critical to reaching a comprehensive peace settlement 
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between Israel, the Palestinians and Israel's other Arab neighbours. The country chosen to 

head the RWG had to be acceptable to both Israel and the US. At the same time it would 

have to be capable of working effectively with the Palestinians and states such as Lebanon, 

Jordan and Syria, home to many refugees. Canada, with its fair-minded approach to Middle 

East issues fell into that category.  And, in practice, the Canadian Gavels of the RWG, 

displayed real sensitivity to both Israeli and Palestinian concerns while working to bridge 

differences and seek constructive solutions to difficult issues facing the parties such as “the 

right of return”.  

 

5 Improved Canada-Israel Relations in the 1990s 

With the defeat of the Shamir government in 1992 Canada-Israel relations entered an 

especially harmonious phase. PM Rabin visited Canada twice, in 1993 and 1994, The Canada-

Israel Industrial Research and Development Foundation (CIIRDF) was established in 1994. 

Work on a Canada-Israel free trade agreement (CIFTA) proceeded rapidly and the agreement 

was signed on July 31 1996. Although the free trade agreement came into effect after 

Rabin's assassination in late 1995, much of the enthusiasm of the Chrétien Government for 

it stemmed from the constructive positions on regional peace taken by the Rabin 

Government. Debates in parliament at the time attest to the government's hope that the 

CIFTA, and the moral backing signaled by it, would encourage Israel to meet its 

commitments under the Oslo accords. 

 

6 1996 Summit of the Peacemakers 

PM Chrétien was one of the leaders invited to the Summit of the Peacemakers in March 

1996. The invitation reflected the responsible position that Canada had staked out on 

Middle East issues, especially refugees. The Summit also brought together the leaders of 

numerous Arab and European states including French President Chirac, British PM Major 

and German Chancellor Kohl as well as US President Clinton, Russian President Yeltsin, 

Israeli Prime Minister Peres and Palestinian Authority President, Yasser Arafat. The 

ostensible purpose of the summit was to support the ongoing Oslo peace process which had 

been severely undermined by the assassination of Israeli PM Yitzhak Rabin in the fall of 

1995.  That blow was exacerbated by a series of four Hamas sponsored suicide bombings in 

the winter of 1996. But the subtext of the summit, as widely noted in the media, was to try 

and ensure that Israeli PM Peres defeated Likud leader Netanyahu in the May 1996 Israeli 

elections. Canada, along with its close partners, came down squarely on the side of those in 

Israel seeking peace with the Palestinians and Israel's other Arab neighbours. 

Netanyahu was a bitter opponent of the Oslo process and a peace settlement with the 

Palestinians based on Israel's 1967 borders. He may also have encouraged right wing 
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fanaticism in Israel, accusing PM Rabin of being outside the Jewish tradition and failing to 

denounce extremists at Likud political rallies. In them, posters were waved of Rabin in Nazi 

uniform or being targeted by a sniper rifle. Netanyahu’s election as Israeli Prime Minister in 

May 1996 was a disastrous setback to the prospects for Middle East peace. Talks went 

virtually nowhere during his first term in office. Subsequently, he was even caught on video 

explaining, in an unguarded moment, how he deceived the US and destroyed the Oslo 

Process. (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eeT_KLuCdug) The head of the American 

peace negotiating team, Dennis Ross, describes in his 2004 book “The Missing Peace” 

Netanyahu in Washington for a meeting with President Clinton:  “...Netanyahu was nearly 

insufferable, lecturing and telling us how to deal with the Arabs..... After Netanyahu was 

gone President Clinton observed: he thinks he is the superpower and we are here to do 

whatever he requires.” 

 

7 The Second Palestinian Intifada (2000) 

The provocative visit to the Haram al Sharif/Temple Mount by Ariel Sharon, the Likud 

opposition leader, accompanied by hundreds of security personnel on September 28th, 

2000 sparked the violence that set off the second intifada.  A watered down Security Council 

Resolution (1322) deplored the provocation and condemned the subsequent excessive use 

of force, especially against Palestinians, without mentioning Israel by name. It was passed 

with 14 votes in favour including Canada. The US abstained. Canada's vote in favour cannot 

be faulted, especially in light of secret talks then taking place in Washington. 

The failure of the July 2000 Camp David Summit, at which President Clinton brought 

together Israeli PM Barak and Yasser Arafat, had not ended efforts to bring about an Israeli-

Palestinian settlement. In late September, even as Sharon visited the Haram al Sharif, the 

parties were meeting in Washington to go over what each side could ultimately accept in a 

peace agreement. They were making surprising progress. US negotiator Dennis Ross 

suggests in “The Missing Peace”  that those sessions may have marked the highest hopes for 

an Israeli-Palestinian settlement during his tenure. The talks fed into the ideas for a peace 

agreement known as the “Clinton Parameters” that the US President would put forward at 

the end of the year.   

Akram Haniyeh, a participant in the talks and one of the the closest collaborators of Yasser 

Arafat at that time, gave me essentially the same account well before the Ross book was 

published.  Haniyeh suggested that history could have evolved quite differently had it not 

been for the violence that followed the Likud leader's visit to the Haram al Sharif/Temple 

mount. Perhaps had the positive atmosphere of late September 2000 been maintained, the 

Clinton Parameters could  have led to a peace agreement between Israel and the 

Palestinians.  The parties were very close. 

Under the circumstances Canada's vote in favour of Resolution 1322 was the right decision 

based on the merits of the issue. But Chrétien, as had previous Canadian leaders, soon 
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moved to soften what many in the Jewish community believed was a harsh anti-Israel 

stance. This despite the fact Canada's vote reflected a view on Sharon's Haram provocation 

that was widely held among all western countries, including the US which declined to veto 

the Resolution. The CBC reported in early November 2000: 

“In a letter to Canadian Jewish leaders released Monday, Chrétien said he understood 

the community's frustration that the "unprecedented risks taken and courageous 

compromises offered by the Israeli government in pursuit of peace have not been 

reciprocated."  Chrétien said he regretted that "Canada's vote on UN Security Council 

Resolution 1322 has added to this distress and frustration." But one UN vote he said, 

"cannot define, or re-define, the deep and long standing friendship that exists 

between Canada and Israel."  

The incident demonstrates the exceptional degree to which Canadian governments in 2000, 

as in the past, remained responsive to the concerns of Canada's Jewish community on 

Israeli-Palestinian and other Middle East issues.  

 

8 The 2003 Iraq War 

The most momentous Middle East related decision any Canadian government has had to 

take since the turn of the century was on participation in the Iraq war of 2003. A war that 

was backed in Washington by figures close to Israel such as Richard Perle and Paul 

Wolfowitz. In the event the Chrétien Government stood on principle and declined to 

participate. The Iraq War did not carry the UN support that the Prime Minister had specified 

as the criterion for Canada's involvement. Canada's stance on the Iraq War came as a 

surprise to some in the Middle East. The late Hani al Hassan, then Palestinian Minister of the 

Interior and a close confidant of Arafat, told me of an internal discussion among the 

Palestinian leadership in spring 2003 during which great surprise had been expressed over 

Canada's failure to take part in the Iraq invasion. According to al Hassan it had always been 

assumed that Canada was so close to the US and Israel that Canadian involvement in the 

Iraq War was a foregone conclusion. 

Given the direction Canada's Middle East policy has taken under Prime Minister Harper his 

attitude to the Iraq war is worth noting.  Maclean's reported in January 2007:  

“Harper stood in the House of Commons in January 2003, to remind MPs that as early as the 

previous October, "I noted that there is no doubt that Saddam Hussein operates programs 

to produce weapons of mass destruction. Experience confirms this. British, Canadian and 

American intelligence leaves no doubt on the matter." Therefore, Canada must help depose 

Saddam Hussein. Failure to do so, Harper said, "is not fitting with the greatness of our 

history or with our standing as a nation." 
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9 Canada’s Departure from a Fair-Minded Middle East  
Approach 

Since coming to power in 2006 the Harper Government, while claiming a principled 

approach to Middle East issues, has lost touch with Canada's fair-minded Middle East 

record. A case in point Is Foreign Minister Baird's Speech in Washington to the American 

Jewish Committee in May. Minister Baird was one of four foreign ministers who participated 

in the American Jewish Committee's 2012 Global Forum. As well as Mr. Baird they included: 

German Foreign Minister, Dr. Guido Westerwelle, Cypriot Foreign Minister, Dr. Erato 

Kozakou-Marcoullis and Brazilian Foreign Minister, Antonio de Aguiar Patriota.  

The performances of the latter three ministers, although tuned to their American and Jewish 

audience, were knowledgeable and urbane. Mr. Baird's address fell somewhat short. In his 

speech Minister Baird stressed that Canada is a “smart power”.  If Canada is to sustain a 

reputation as a smart power Mr. Baird might do well to focus on important issues. It is hard 

to imagine how a “smart power”, that “punches above its weight in international affairs”, in 

Mr. Baird's words, could avoid mentioning Israeli-Palestinian relations in a speech to the 

American-Jewish Committee. Resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict would make a 

substantial contribution to Middle East stability. Neutralizing an issue that inflames popular 

opinion in the Middle East and plays into the hands of extremists, including terrorist 

organizations such as Al Qaeda should be a priority. The Cypriot, Brazilian and German 

Foreign Ministers understood the significance of that conflict and did not hesitate to raise it.  

Minister Westerwelle, for example, noted that (Israeli) President Peres recently and rightly, 

called Palestinian President Abbas a partner for peace.  

Westerwelle's remark was a veiled reference to the failure of PM Netanyahu to take steps to 

enhance the credibility of moderate Palestinian leaders, including not only President Abbas 

but also others such as Prime Minister Salam Fayyad and Foreign Minister Riad Malki. Israel 

should be working to strengthen, not diminish, such responsible and respected figures. 

Unfortunately, continued support for settlers and settlement expansion in the West Bank 

and East Jerusalem has the opposite effect. Consequently, it is hard to escape the conclusion 

that the Netanyahu Government of today, just as the Netanyahu Government of 1996 to 

1999, has little interest in peace with the Palestinians. Perhaps that is why it suggests, 

despite evidence to the contrary, that it has no negotiating partner on the Palestinian side or 

calls for negotiations without preconditions. Anyone familiar with the issues realizes no 

Palestinian leader could survive entering into serious negotiations while Israel continues 

building settlements in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. 

One can understand why Canadian governments would have strongly backed Israeli leaders 

such as Yitzhak Rabin, Shimon Peres and Ehud Barak when they were working for peace in 

the 1990's. It is less easy to understand why PM Harper tilted towards Israeli PM Netanyahu, 

a man who for the last two decades has done little to promote Middle East peace. In 2011 

PM Harper seems to have thwarted, at the Israeli Prime Minister's request according to 
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credible reports in the Israeli press, the wish of US President Obama to include wording in 

the G8 final communique calling for Israeli-Palestinian peace talks on the basis of Israel's 

1967 borders and negotiated land swaps.  

The US has a vital interest in an Israeli-Palestinian peace settlement. American interests 

throughout the Middle East as well as in the broader Islamic world would be well served by 

a negotiated resolution of that conflict which would make possible normal relations 

between Israel and its Arab neighbours. The case is especially clear today as the US comes 

under pressure from anti-American unrest in Libya, Egypt, Yemen, Tunisia, Lebanon and 

elsewhere in the Arab and Islamic worlds. That unrest is spawned in good part by 

perceptions of US bias in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. But for any US administration, 

getting to an Israeli-Palestinian settlement requires not only bringing Israelis and 

Palestinians to their senses. It also requires negotiating virtual wall to wall Congressional 

criticism and foot dragging, stimulated by an army of lobbyists, special interests and funding 

from political action committees. And the hand of the Netanyahu Government is ever 

present behind the scenes 

It would be a herculean task under the best of circumstances to bring a recalcitrant Israeli 

Government to an agreement it claims to want but does little to promote. President Obama 

needs all the help he can get. In a world where, as Minister Baird told the American Jewish 

Committee, the Israelis wear white hats and the Palestinians black the issue might seem 

simple. The real world, where the US President is trying to nudge Israelis and Palestinians 

towards a peace settlement, is much more complex. Pressing Israel can be politically costly. 

That is evident from the flack Obama has taken during the last election campaign. It is hard 

to imagine anything the newly re-elected President would find more irritating than to be 

thwarted by Canada on an issue fully supported by all other G8 members. Friction seems 

certain between the Obama Administration and a Netanyahu led Israeli Government. 

Canada's leaders should reflect carefully before taking Middle East related decisions likely to 

prove unpopular at the highest level in Washington. 

Given that Canada's Prime Minister seems to have sided with Israeli PM Netanyahu at the 

2011 G8 Summit it is hard not to speculate on the precipitate closing of Canada's Tehran 

Embassy and the expulsion of Iranian diplomats immediately before the Israeli leader 

mounted an attack in late summer on Obama's Iran policy. Could the two events be linked? 

It seems clear that Netanyahu wanted regime change in the United States. Was PM Harper a 

willing accomplice?  Netanyahu's praise for Canada's decision was quick and effusive “a 

clarion call to action” and “We have to build a wall, not of silence, but of condemnation and 

resolve. Canada just put a very big brick in that wall that is necessary for the peace of the 

world.”  If not actively collaborating the Israeli and Canadian PM's seemed at least to be 

working in parallel. The Harper/Baird line that Iran is the world's most serious threat to 

international peace and security may have some merit. Yitzhak Rabin, perhaps the most 

farsighted of recent Israeli prime ministers, foresaw in the early 90's the potential for an 

eventual threat from Iran. That is one of the reasons he pushed for Israeli-Arab peace with 

such determination. He recognized, as should today's leaders, that it would be much easier 
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to deal with that threat in the context of a comprehensive settlement between Israel and its 

Arab neighbours, including the Palestinians.  

In the corridors of the UN too, Harper's Canada has sometimes disappointed. For decades 

successive Canadian governments have wished that the annual votes in the United Nations 

General Assembly on Middle East issues would go away. The Arab states and the 

Palestinians may derive some satisfaction from votes that are always overwhelmingly in 

their favour. Perhaps the votes also contribute to a Palestinian sense of international 

legitimacy. But they accomplish little beyond that. Successive Canadian governments –as all 

Western governments-- have been forced to take sides on issues it would be easier to avoid. 

The language of the resolutions is often contentious and condemnatory of Israel. But 

underlying realities cannot be avoided. The annexations of Jerusalem and the Golan Heights 

and the Israeli settlements are all illegal under international law. Israel is in violation of the 

UN Charter which outlaws the acquisition of territory by force. It also engages in or has 

engaged in massive violation of Palestinian human rights including, inter alia, through 

torture, collective punishment and imprisonment without charge. Consequently, when 

voting on these UN Resolutions successive Canadian governments sometimes took 

principled positions that disappointed Israel and many of its supporters in Canada. But 

Canada voted in the company of respectable Western countries such as Britain, France, the 

Netherlands, Belgium, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Austria and others. 

Under the Harper Government Canada's position on these resolutions has taken us out of 

the company of respectable Western European countries. Canada now votes with Israel, the 

US, the Marshall Islands, Palau, Nauru and the Federated States of Micronesia. (The latter 

four have their votes controlled from Washington). Given the degree to which US Middle 

East policy is dominated by Israel and the pro-Israel lobby that voting pattern is humiliating 

for Canada and contrary to Canada's interests. Such votes undermine Canada's standing in 

the Arab and wider Muslim worlds and demean Canada's reputation as a responsible and 

respected player on the international stage.  

 

10 How Best to Help Israel,the Palestinians and the  
Prospects for Middle East Peace and Stability 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is one of the core problems in the Middle East. Resolving it in 

the context of a comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace settlement would not make other 

problems such as the Iran nuclear issue or terrorism go away. But a comprehensive peace 

settlement could greatly facilitate the task of dealing with them. For decades now successive 

US administrations have worked to bring peace between Israel and its Arab neighbours. 

There have been some real successes such as the Camp David agreement between Israel 

and Egypt and Israel's peace with Jordan. There have been more failures.  Some years ago 

Sam Lewis, who was for many years the American ambassador to Israel, explained to me 

why the US keeps returning to the charge despite the many setbacks. His argument was 



Page 13 

Canada’s Middle East Policy 
Steve Hibbard  

Copyright © 2012, Steve Hibbard 

Published by permission by CJPME 

along the following lines. The United States has an unshakeable friendship with Israel. That 

is not going to change. But US relations and interests with other countries in the Middle East 

would be substantially easier to manage if tensions between Israel and its neighbours could 

be eased through comprehensive regional peace between Israel and its neighbours. 

Canada's interests in the Middle East are not as extensive as those of the US but they are 

somewhat similar. Canada too has unshakeable bonds with Israel and that is not going to 

change. Canada's economic, political and security interests in the Middle East would all 

benefit from a comprehensive Israeli-Arab peace. 

Perhaps the most helpful step Canada could take would be to use its close ties with Israel to 

work with Israelis and Palestinians to build mutual trust. Mutual trust is one of the 

requirements for an Israeli-Palestinian settlement which in turn is the key to a broader 

Middle-East peace. Both peoples have been traumatized by recent years of violence. Both 

peoples, given their history in the 20th century, have reason to be mistrustful. Israelis have a 

memorial to the holocaust at Yad Vashem to ensure it is never forgotten. For many 

Palestinians, the naqba, the expulsion from their homes through no fault of their own in the 

wake of the 1948 Israeli-Arab war remains a bitter memory. Yet the majority of both 

peoples, as was evident following the Oslo Accords of 1993, genuinely long for peace. 

Canada, through reverting to its traditional role of fair-minded interlocutor could help build 

the understanding that would lead to the peace both Israelis and Palestinians want and 

deserve. 


