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Guest Column Editorial

It won’t end the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict, not by a long shot, but the 
new water pact between Israel and 

two neighbors is a flowing example of a 
politically charged coming together for 
the benefit of all.

The trilateral agreement is a telling 
lesson in setting aside differences for 
the embattled region’s common good. 

When Israel, a Jewish state, suc-
cessfully bargained with Jordan, an 
Arab state, as well as the Palestinian 
Authority to lay a pipeline between the 
Red Sea and the Dead Sea to provide 
freshwater for all three governments, 
it was enough to stand up and cheer. 
That’s how rare such a cooperative 
spirit is in the Middle East. Jerusalem 
may have a tenuous peace treaty with 
Amman, but it certainly is at bitter 
negotiating odds with Ramallah.

Freshwater, of course, is the life-
blood of the region, which is flush with 
seawater. The Two Seas Canal project, 
financed up to $400 million by the 
World Bank, will move 100 million cubic 
meters of water a year from the Red 
Sea to the Dead Sea, whose water level 
has dropped in recent years partly 
because water from its main feeder, 
the Jordan River, has been redirected 
to growing neighboring countries. The 
project’s early phase not only will help 
ease a critical regional freshwater 
shortage, but also will help determine 
the consequences of mixing Red Sea 
water with water of the ecologically 
sensitive Dead Sea.

The Dec. 9 water accord also will 
bring a seawater desalination plant to 
Aqaba, a Jordanian city near Eilat. The 
plant will generate freshwater for Israel 
and Jordan. Meanwhile, Israel will 
share Lake Kinneret freshwater with 
Jordan, and the Palestinian Authority 
will be positioned to buy freshwater 
from Israel.

Talk about political bridge building.
Zionist visionary Theodor Herzl 

would be proud of such governmental 
zeal. If the experiment actually saves 
the Dead Sea, and that’s a big if, the 
Two Seas Canal project really could 
command what Israeli energy and 
water minister Silvan Shalom called an 
initiative of “the highest diplomatic, 
economic, environmental and strategic 
importance.”  ■  

Water Proves
A Rare, Uniting
Mideast ForceIt is troubling to witness the response of the American 

Jewish community to the two critical deadlines Israel 
will face in a few short months. One is the end of the 

six-month negotiation period between the P5+1 nations 
and Iran on its nuclear development; the other is the end 
of the nine-month negotiation period for reaching a peace 
agreement between Israel and the Palestinians. 

 Of course, we can’t know exactly what will happen at the 
end of those terms. Yet while the Iran negotiations have 
elicited a powerful response from the organized 
American Jewish community, which has been 
felt in the U.S. Congress, the Israeli-Palestinian 
peace negotiations hurtle closer to the end of 
their designated term with minimal noise.

In fact, the future of the State of Israel as a 
strong, democratic Jewish state is linked with 
the success of both of these negotiations. Iran 
must not be allowed to obtain nuclear weapons, 
and the current interim agreement freezing 
its nuclear program is an impressive first step 
toward finding a diplomatic solution rather 
than a disastrous military intervention. 

Yet the failure to negotiate an Israeli-
Palestinian peace agreement also poses an existential 
threat to Israel. Already the current period of relative 
peace is at risk, with the high likelihood of settlements 
proliferating, the Palestinian Authority disintegrating, new 
violence erupting and Israel’s legitimacy increasingly chal-
lenged by the global community. 

Failure to negotiate a two-state solution would inevita-
bly result in a single state characterized by either a minor-

ity-ruled non-democracy or the loss of Israel’s Jewish 
character. In the words of former Shin-Bet chief Yuval 
Diskin, “The ramifications of failed [Israeli-Palestinian] 
negotiations are far graver for Israel’s future than the 
Iranian nuclear program.”

Of course, many American Jewish organizations and 
leaders have made generalized statements supporting 
the peace process and the efforts of Secretary Kerry to 
bring the parties to the table. Yet with the deadline fast 

approaching, the community must be ready 
to move beyond the general principle of peace 
to understanding and supporting the real and 
painful compromises that will be necessary to 
reach a two-state deal.

The contours of a final status deal have been 
known for decades. Borders will be based on 
’67 lines with mutual land swaps to incorporate 
large settlement blocks. Jerusalem will be a 
shared capital with universal access to the Old 
City guaranteed. Refugees will be resettled in 
the future Palestinian state or in third countries, 
with compensation and a symbolic level of fam-
ily reunification in Israel itself. Robust security 

arrangements will need to ensure the Palestinian State 
does not leave Israel vulnerable to violence. The solutions 
are known; what is now needed is not prolonged discus-
sion but rather the political will by both parties’ leadership 
to agree on the peace terms. 

It is for this reason that J Street launched its “2 
Campaign,” calling on American Jews, our organizations, 
our congregations and our leadership to urge Congress, 
the president and the secretary of state to exhibit firm 

support for the specific difficult decisions that we know 
are essential to achieve a viable peace agreement. 

Israel’s right-wing minority must give up its fan-
tasy of a “Greater Israel” from the Jordan River to the 
Mediterranean Sea, and the Palestinians must give up 
the right of return for all refugees. Neither party is likely 
to make these concessions on their long-held claims 
without the firm leadership of the United States; and the 
U.S. is not likely to exercise this leadership without the 
clearly articulated support of the American Jewish com-
munity.

Of course, we need to ensure that the final resolution 
of the Iranian negotiations provides security for Israel’s 
future. But we must also realize that resolution of the 
Israeli-Palestinian issues can help achieve our Iran goals 
by eliciting the more open support of other Arab nations. 

Secretary Kerry recognized the need for American 
Jewish support of the peace process when he said, “No 
one has a stronger voice in this than the American 
Jewish community … Let your leaders and your neigh-
bors alike know that you understand that this will be a 
tough process with tough decisions, but that you’re ready 
to back the leaders who make them.” 

 Detroit-area Jews, our organizations and our leader-
ship are a significant component of that voice, and now 
is the time to let it be heard.  ■  

Toby Citrin is director of the Center for Public Health and 
Community Genomics at the University of Michigan School of 
Public Health and a member of J Street, Ann Arbor.
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