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• Mr. Halevy, thank you very much for being here today for this conversation 

on issues related to Israel and its relations to its neighbors, particularly in 

this moment where not long ago diplomatic relations were established 

between Israel and Emirates and Bahrain, and now there is even an Israeli 

embassy in Adu Dhabi, and this has certainly created a lot of interest 

amongst our subscribers and readers about the future of Israeli-Arab 

relations, and how they will develop in the new situation that is arising. The 

Israili state since its creation has been faced with threats that it does not 

have the right to exist, and this has bees said many times by politicians in 

the Arab World and beyond, and I am sure it has colored thinking in Israel 

itself about the security of the state and of the Israeli people who were the 

heart of the community responsible for protecting Israel and protecting 

Israel safety and security. Do you think that we are now in a situation where 

this existential threat is no longer there, leave alone other threats, but the 

questioning of the existence of the state of Israel is now not really the issue. 

The issue is how Israel itself will develop and evolve in the new situation and 

with the reality of the new situation around it. Do you think this is a defining 

moment, or do you think this actually is not so significant?  

 

First of all, I would like to say I welcome this opportunity you are giving me to talk to 

you and your colleagues and I believe these issues which you mentioned can’t all be 

covered in one session, but I would like to begin many thousands of years ago, 

because the most recent developments in the Middle East are the Abrahamic Accords. 

And Abraham was a figure in world history. And the Bible which, shall we say, is the 

main document which has been at the base and heart of monotheistic religions around 

the world, began with Abraham. And Abraham is mentioned in the Bible, he is the first 

leading figure who is mentioned in the bible in terms of a man with the political use 

and political aspects to his activity, and the fact that matters is that the first city which 

is mentioned in the Bible is Damascus. Damascus is mentioned in Genesis, the first 

book of the Hebrew Bible, the Christion Bible, the Bible which is also recognized by 

the way, by Islam as one of the documents which Islam relates to. And I think those 

who decided to give the title of the Abrahamic Accords to these recent events, had a 

very long cited view of thousands of years as to how this world has evolved. I am 

saying this because Israel is a state which has been created in modern times, seventy 

five years ago, but the Jewish people had independence over two thousand years 



 

 

ago. We have states here and sometimes they were united, and sometimes they were 

separated in what is now, in modern times called Palestine. We had political 

independence two thousand years ago and more. And we lost that independence not 

because of an uprising inside Israel but because foreign powers came across. The 

Greeks, the Romans, then the Crusaders. All there were elements which played a role 

in fashioning the history of this region. I am saying all this because if we look at modern 

times, Israel jump to the future, we are hundred years after the end of the First World 

War, when the contours of the Middle East were decided at international conference. 

This is a conference that was convened in France in Versailles to decide on the future 

of the international relations, also bringing peace between the war partied in World 

War One, but also determining the future of the Middle East. What would the Middle 

East look like? and how would the Middle east be apportioned? and who would be 

where? A year before Versailles Conference the British published a policy paper called 

the Balford Declaration, Balford was then the foreign Minister of Britain, but what is 

important to say is the Balford declaration was incorporated in the peace treaties of 

the World War One. And it is a part of the documents of World War One. And in these 

documents and afterwards in a conference in Cairo in 1921 chaired by Winston 

Churchill, the ultimate contours of the Middle East were decided as are. Practically 

speaking, if we look at the hundred years from then to now, of all the players in the 

Middle East, some have survived, and some not. But in terms of the area of Palestine, 

on both sides of the job, it was split into two after World War One. The Eastern part 

was given to Jordan and to the Hashemite Dynasty which came from the Arabian 

Peninsula, in the Arabian south, and the west was accorded as a place where a Jewish 

home would be a Jewish home for the Jewish People. And this lasted for several 

several years, there was a mandate, there was no independence given to the western 

side of this mandated Palestine, there was a British mandate. But as far as the Eastern 

side which was considered also a mandated territory, untimely the British accorded a 

trans Jordan independence before the issue of the western side of Jordan was treated 

after World War Two. And there were several attempts in between the wars to bring 

the parties together, to find ways of agreeing on some kind of solution. Basically 

speaking, the Jewish position was divided inside, the public opinion was divided, but 

basically the majority understood that, at that time, probably the Jews will not get full 

control of all the are of Western Palestine, and the result of the way WW2 was ended, 

we came to no agreement which was the approved by the United Nations, which was 

set up after WW2, and on 29th of November there was an agreement on the partition 

of Palestine. And the Jewish leadership accepted it and the Arab Leadership rejected 

it. And from that moment on, over the years, the idea of whether ultimately there will 

be two states in Palestine or not was not treated seriously, because on the Palestinian 

side, up to the end of the last century, there was no representation who was willing to 

negotiate on the compromise between the Jews living in Palestine and  the Arabs 

living in Palestine. Only towards the end of the century, I think there was a realization 

in the Palestinian camp that although publically they could not accept that there would 

be a partition of Palestine, practically they were going to accept it one way or another. 



 

 

The result of this was two things. First of all was Israel initiated negotiations of its own 

with the Palestinians directly, the discussions were held on Oslo in Norway, and an 

agreement was reached, The Oslo Agreement, and the Palestinian leadership which 

was the in exile was invited to come back and to set up the beginning of a Palestinian 

Political Entity in Palestine, and Arafat was welcomed in Gaza and it was hoped that 

these basics which were being discussed in one way or another, would ultimately 

result an agreement. This had not happened. And I don’t want at this stage to go into 

details and names, I don’t think it is useful for us to discuss this in this frame of 

discussion. But I think that over the years, Israel developed as it has developed and 

became stronger so we went on, it established its independence, there was several 

efforts to try to bring about an independent state of Israel, first we had the war of 

independence in which the Arab states participated in the side of the Palestinians, add 

we were then only six hundred thousand Jews in Palestine, and we survived without 

principle world powers support. The United States did not support the Israeli 

Independence, they believed that Israel would not be capable of surviving militarily in 

this situation. They were wrong. The Russian did support Israel in certain ways, 

important support, for reason of their own, but the fact that matters is that for several 

times in 1956 and 1967, and after that we had another war in 1968 and 1970 then we 

had the “Yom Kippur War”. Several rounds of confrontations between Israel and the 

Palestinians, and Israel and the Arab States were inconclusive from the Palestinian 

point of view. And we did agree, as I said, at the Oslo meetings to trying to work out 

something, but so far it did not materialize. In order to look at these things in a more 

practical way, I think the countries in the region have come about to realize that Israel 

is here to stay. Israel will not disappear, Israel, I believe, is indestructible, I say this all 

the time in other contexts concerning the Iranian issue, and we will talk about that as 

well. I don’t think that the existence of State of Israel is at stake now. And I think that 

there has been a growing realization for many, many, many years, that the interests 

of Israel and the countries in the region are not contradictory, but in many cases our 

interests are mutual. I would say very openly that I was a visitor in the Gulf States as 

early as of the seventies, I visited the Gulf States in the seventies. My first visits were 

immediately after the “Yom Kippur’ in 1973, we visited Gulf States, we established 

relations with Gulf States, I met leaders in the Gulf States, over the period from 1973 

on and off for thirty years, and when I say Gulf I mean countries like Qatar in the north 

up to, and including Oman in the south. And I had the privilege of being one of those, 

not the only one in the organization where I served, in which we were constantly 

meeting this challenge of trying to create understanding. And we also understood that 

understanding means that we have to contribute not only to be a partner who receives 

concessions and presence as we go along. We have to prove, I think, to the countries 

in the region that is in the interest of the countries in the region to cooperate with us, 

not because of the military side of things, we can talk about the military side later, but 

we have so many things today in the practical terms that we can contribute to. I will 

give you one example, I think we were one of the first countries who were able, under 

the radar, to provide the Gulf States with knowhow in the critical area of water 



 

 

desalination. We had a shortage of water, we understood that water was going to be 

a critical issue, there were people in the past who said that after Israel’s war of 

independence the next war will be about water, the sources of water, the sources of 

the Jordan River, the sources of other rivers, they thought water will come from river 

sources, and we said that because of our necessities we want to partner our 

capabilities with you and serve your interests, and since it was not possible to do so 

with having Israeli labels on all the equipment, we use other labels in order to make it 

easier for our new clients and new partners, and we understood that we have to be in 

a position of establishing not only good relations on the conceptual basis, not to sit 

down and talk about peace, about freedom, about solidarity, but about practical 

issues. And I think we proved that we are a solid partner in high-tech and in many 

other areas too, and this has been the policy of several Israeli governments over a 

long period of time, and we have developed this into concepts as well, and we used 

this not only in the immediate Middle East, but In other countries around the world and 

we broadened our horizons into southeast Asia, we broadened our horizons into North 

Africa, we broadened our horizons into Africa, into central Africa. We became a 

regional player. A regional player in the positive sense of the term. We were regional 

players with Turkey, we were important from Turkey’s economic interest. We 

broadened our horizons into Europe, and we became partners with the European 

Union, we have an association agreement with the European Union, and in the 

association agreement we are not only recipients, we are also partners, and we have 

besides the areas of science and technology we have made in roots which have 

become worldly recognized. I am saying all this because I think peace is not only born 

by sitting around the table and shaking hands on how many guns each side is going 

to maintain after the peace is signed. But we are looking beyond that, and I believe 

that the Gulf States have realized this because they have come to not only to 

recognize Israel but they have come to know who we are. I think there is no Gulf State 

leader in one way or another, who has not seen the Israelis in the business realm as 

well. And I think this is important, because in the end this is not only political condition 

and political interests, it is also human interests. And I would like very much to discuss 

all this in greater details and to also to give you some highlights of the events, in the 

not in too distant past, which will be of interest to people sitting in the Gulf who will 

probably be surprised by some of the things I will be able to say and they will not be 

necessarily in the field of how we have developed this or that cyber capability or not.  

 

• Thank you, I think this certainly promises to be a very interesting exchange 

going forward, I’m sure you have pretty amazing insight in the recent history. 

If I can pick up one point from what you have just said: Yes, the existence of 

the state of Israel is now a fact and many Arab countries have accepted that 

fact; there is one country that hasn’t up to a point and that is Iran. Iran 

remains something of a nemesis for the state of Israel but it also has its very 

complicated and problematic relationship with its neighbors in the Gulf; 



 

 

some of these problems go a long way back to its historical roots, while other 

problems have risen in more recent years as a result of ideological 

differences and the somewhat aggressive tones of the Iranian revolution 

which don’t seem to be abating with time as people expected.  

How should Israel and the Arab states look at Iran? Is it good to look at it as 

a common enemy or as an awkward neighbor with whom its necessary to 

build some form of contact with regardless? Or is there any potential for Iran 

to become a constructive partner in the wider region including Israel in the 

future?  

I know this is a topical issue in Israel itself, with several recent Israeli 

governments identifying Iran as one of their biggest challenges; I wonder 

how you look at this.  

Well first of all let me say that originally, Iran was not an enemy of Israel; as of 1948 until 

1979 which almost amounts to 40 years, Israel and Iran had a very close and friendly 

relationship. It was not only a friendship between the leaderships, it was also a friendship 

between peoples. I travelled to Iran many times in the 50s, 60s, and early 70s and in my 

opinion Iran is one of the most fascinating countries in the middle east. I will say more 

than that: I think that Iran and Israel are ideally situated because we don’t have a common 

border, nor do we have a dispute over territory; we don’t have any interest per say to go 

to war over any particular issue whatsoever, except over the idea of the present 

leadership of Iran that the current existence of Israel is – per say – unacceptable. 

Therefore, of all the countries in the region, Iran should have been the easiest one with 

which we could have common relations with supposedly, and we did have some very, 

very considerable relations with Iran; again not necessarily in the military field only. We 

also had common economic interests: we built a pipeline for transferring Iranian oil 

through Israeli territory into the Mediterranean and it remained active for many years. This 

was also a strategic business enterprise, thus, we had all the reasons to have good 

interests with Iran. But then when the new regime in Iran came into power, the scenery 

changed: the leadership became a religious leadership. When you have a situation where 

the religious leadership is also the political leadership in the country, you’re in trouble 

because religion by definition means you cannot compromise.  

I’ll give you a small example of how religion worked in Iran: if you recall there was a war 

between Iran and Iraq in the eighties which lasted for almost 8 years. The war resulted in 

the death of millions of both sides, and in one particular point in time the United States 

decided that it was in the interest of the “free world” – as it was called – to help Saddam 

Hussein to not only stand up to Iranian oppression, but also to win the war. The United 

States provided Saddam Hussein’s Iraq with not only weaponry, but also with intelligence 

that was critical in enabling Iraq to change the fortune of the war. Iraq began attacking 

and shelling Tehran, and one morning the religious leader of Iran, Khumaini, got up and 

said: “we will have a cease-fire”, which was something we have never contemplated 



 

 

before. When he was asked “how can you say so, after you’ve said just yesterday that 

we can never have a cease-fire with these infidels” he said: “that is the will of God.” 

Now, when you have God as your strategic source of inspiration and interest, it also 

means that you are also the interpreter of God. When you have the power of interpreting 

God for the future and destiny of your country, you can also reach the point where God 

can change his views just like he did in the war between Iran and Iraq. In this respect, I 

think that we should look into how we should go about this in trying to begin to talk to 

Iranians in a meaningful way about how we’re going to look at the next century or 2. 

I say this doesn’t have to be an open dialogue, nor a dialogue in which people initially 

make political concessions. It simply means talking, because in my experience one of the 

most powerful interests which we were interested in protecting were better served by 

talking than going to war; as Churchill once said: “Talk talk is better than war war”. I don’t 

think that this is something eminent, but it’s something that we should not escape.  

In the end, I think we have to bring the Iranians to a point where they will realize that for 

the interest of their country, they should begin thinking of things in a different manner. We 

have not reached that point yet, at all; the latest attempt has been the JCPOA: the 

agreement between Iran and the P5 plus 1 in 2015; the agreement on the hiatus 

association of Iran’s progress towards a nuclear military capability. So far, this agreement 

– for a variety of reasons –  has not turned out to be an agreement that brought out the 

desired conclusion ; but that does not mean we should begin to give up on it. I think there 

will be a moment, which I can’t tell when it will be and it probably won’t be in my lifetime, 

but I do believe that talking is a very important asset in all our dealings, and one of the 

things that I have discovered in my profession as a diplomat is that the art of talking is 

probably no less important than the art of fighting.  

 

• I think whilst we are waiting for the violent intervention that could perhaps 

change Iran’s policies, there are several ideas that have been floating in the 

Think Tank community in a very low-key kind of way for the time being, 

regarding the possibility of creating some kind of regional platform that can 

bring all the parties together to discuss how to the issues some tangible 

areas of cooperation. Of course in Europe we have the experience of the 

CSCE in the Helsinki Final Act which was signed at the peak of the Cold War 

when people thought that an agreement between the Soviet Union and its 

allies and the United States and its allies was impossible; but after 12 years 

of very hard diplomatic negotiations it happened, and the Helsinki Final Act 

remains one the of the core pillars upon which Europe is built. Do you see, 

in the future within your lifetime, any possibility of developing such a 

collaborative framework in the Middle East, perhaps not covering the whole 

region, but certainly involving Israel, the Gulf States, and Egypt? Is this 

something that’s possible in either a modest or ambitious way while also 

involving Iran if there is a change of heart in Tehran.  



 

 

 

Let me say that there are many ways to go around this: One of these ways is what is 

called in diplomatic jargon “Track II Approach”. Track II organizations exist all around the 

world; these are places where people coming from various different countries around the 

world meet unofficially and talk. One of these organizations is called Pugwash.  

Pugwash is the name of a little village in Canada where these people first met, and over 

the years the Pugwash organization has developed to become a kind of testing ground 

for people to talk at each other sometimes or with each other in other times.  

I will give you an example of a Pugwash success if you wish to call it that:  

It took place after the 1967 war which was a watershed in the history of the Middle East; 

the war in which Israel gained control of the entire West Bank and established itself on 

the Golan Heights in the North and on the Sinai in the south, in addition to the Gaza Strip. 

One of the things that happened during this war was one of the two major world powers 

at that time, the Soviet Union, cut off diplomatic relations with Israel and withdrew its 

embassy. There was no contact between the Soviet Union and Israel between the years 

1967 and 1972, although as I mentioned before the Russians were more than helpful in 

the war of independence in more than one way and in helping us survive and win the war. 

In one of these Pugwash conferences held somewhere in Europe in 1972, a Russian 

figure contacted an Israeli figure and said to him: “we’ve been in a state of no contact 

whatsoever for over 5 to 7 years. This should not be something in our interest; let us set 

up a channel of discussion.”. The Israeli, who had contacts and also a position in the 

Israeli system – I don’t want to say more than that at the moment – came back and 

reported what he reported. A channel was established, however it did not prevent the 

Yom Kippur war a year later, it didn’t prevent Russia from entering the events of the war 

in way which Washington interpreted as a danger of a third world war which included 

nuclear weapons. 

After the Yom Kippur war, the channel was revived, and this channel existed for almost 

25 years or so; let me show you something: This is a book by the name Russia and the 

Arabs, it was written by a man called Yevgeny Primakov who was the Russian figure on 

one side of the divides for quite some time. He went on to come the Head of the KGB, 

the Foreign Minister of Russia and he also became the Prime Minister of Russia. When 

he died, President Putin personally attended his funeral and said he was the greatest 

figure in the Middle East policies of Russia throughout many years. This book contains 

50 pages on the secret relationship between Israel and Russia at the time; it is an 

interesting book; Yevgeny Primakov was a man whom I knew and met more than once, I 

will not go into that further, but I will say that this was at a time when there was no official 

relationship between Israel and Russia for a period of over 20 years, yet we had a channel 

and we talked to each other, and ultimately Russia reestablished its relations with Israel 

after the first round of war with Iraq in 1991. This something that requires patience. The 

Pugwash Organization received the Nobel Prize for Peace; the prize for peace was 



 

 

recorded for this organization. The person who established it Joseph Rotblat was a Jew 

– he was not an Israeli he was a Jew – and he got a personal prize for peace form the 

Norwegians for his contribution to world peace, because he established this organization 

for 1 purpose: to try and free the world from nuclear weaponry. He did not achieve this 

goal by the time he died, but the fact of the matter was that from the moment after World 

War II there was never any time up to now in which nuclear weaponry was used again in 

combat. Therefore, these contacts with whom you may talk a lot, sometimes for hours, 

and only two sentences actually matter the most and act as a valve that would prevent all 

the air coming out of the tile.   

I think that what the Gulf states have done is they opened up a host of opportunities by 

making themselves critical or maybe available to all kinds of get-togethers, is important; 

because as I said: in the end human beings can only be convinced by looking at each 

other eye to eye and discussing the future and fate of Humanity on this globe.  

 

• I was very touched by your words. As somebody who has been involved in 

Track II initiatives for 30 years, I highly value your words and how you have 

assessed the Track II contribution towards peace. I was inspired by Pugwash 

when I was a young man thinking about where to concentrate my life, and I 

think you are absolutely right that they have made a very unique 

contribution, not only in terms of the content they have put in, but also in 

terms of inspiring people to work on these topics. In my case, I was not 

involved in the Middle East, I was involved in the Caucasus region and the 

former Soviet space, however, I find everything you just said about the 

importance of dialogue and patience, and the importance of taking the long 

view, very inspiring and very essential advice for anyone working on these 

issues.  

Mr. Halevy, to conclude today’s conversation, we cannot really do justice to 

the issues we are discussing if we leave out the fact that in Israel’s relations 

with the neighboring Arab and non-Arab countries, the question of the 

Palestinian people and how they fit into this picture is always going to be 

one of the main challenges. In the same way, the Arab countries have 

realized that Israel is never going to go away, I think Israelis also understand 

that the Palestinian problem is not something that is going to disappear, it 

is always going to be there, and it has to be dealt with.  

There is a new government in Israel now, one that brings some interesting 

perspectives perhaps for these issues, what do you think the next steps will 

involve? We know there is the long history you talked about eloquently in 

this conversation earlier on; what are the next steps now? Where do we go 

from here on the Palestinian issue?  

 



 

 

I think, to the best of my knowledge, the new government in Israel has not sat down to 

face these issues in depth: We have had the COVID-19 threat which has been occupying 

a large chunk of our time. We also have what we call the Iranian threat which is at our 

doorstep; I would like to say Israel has never said that it wishes to destroy Iran; no Israeli 

leader has said that the dream of Israel is to destroy Iran. Unfortunately, and I’m not 

saying this in order to gain points, we do know that the Iranian leadership up to this 

moment sees the destruction of Israel as one of their key targets in one way or another.  

There is a lot of work to be done to get the Iranians talking the right way, and even as we 

speak now, there had been events in the Gulf over the last few days which show that 

tension is rising and I think this is probably in terms of the question of maritime traffic; the 

question of whether ships can safely go about their business on international waterways 

is something that is going to be on the agenda of the international community.  

I’m not sure that this is a possibility at this moment, but I do think that we should not simply 

abandon this issue; we cannot and should not abandon it. But I also think, since you’ve 

mentioned the new Israeli government, I think that there is also a necessity for the 

Palestinians, after so many years of trotting up the same talk themes and positions, to 

revisit some of their basic rhetoric. I attended a meeting – a Track II meeting, by the way, 

of a different type – a year or two ago, and there was a Gulf Foreign Minister there, and 

he told the leading Palestinian figure at the meeting: “look, what you are saying to me 

today is what you have been saying for the last 70 years and nothing has changed. After 

70 years, don’t you think it’s worth your while to sit down with your colleagues and see 

whether or not the time has come to say something else; that there should be a different 

rhetoric; a different way of talking. Maybe explore new views; if you repeat yourself ad 

nauseam, people will ultimately lose hope for the moment – if not ignore you – and say 

there’s no point in talking to these people because we know what they will say and we 

don’t necessarily have the time and effort to devote our assets to this.”.  

I think the time has come for the Palestinians also to think of a new leadership of sorts. 

The Palestinian leadership has not changed ever, even with the death of Arafat, there 

was nothing new to be said there. Even Hamas has not said something new, although 

Hamas can talk but that’s a different story. Hamas is not the same story as the Palestinian 

authority or the Palestinian Fatih movement; these are two separate players here, and 

one has to look at them very seriously. I certainly look at them very seriously and I have 

been one who has publicly advocated a dialogue between Israel and Hamas although I 

am a minority view. I am used to being a minority view in the hope to become a majority 

view Russia gets substantial revenue from energy and arms sales to China, and China 

fuels the expansion of its economy and boosts its military capability with the help of 

Russian weaponry. 

.  

I think this is a moment in time, in which both sides (not only one side) need to reconsider 

their rhetoric. We’ve tried all the tricks in the game of using force, and we have certainly, 



 

 

in terms of force, seen many successes. The Palestinian side has tried force and did not 

have successes; and the question is whether it’s the right time to think of something else, 

something fresh, something different. I think that if there’s something that the Gulf states 

can do, and by the way Gulf states know and have met leadership of the Palestinian 

groups more than once in various ways – many Palestinians have lived in the Gulf, many 

leaders have spent a long period of their life in the Gulf and still do. The time has come 

to revisit this, and see whether something else can be done. I think that if there would be 

a feeling in Israel that the other side is going to be revisiting its rhetoric, it would probably 

be an event which could fire the imagination of the Israeli side too.  

 

• Mr. Efraim Halevy, thank you very much for this very inspiring conversation 

in which you laid out many interesting points and ideas. As you mentioned 

right at the beginning, these are topics that require a longer time to unpack, 

assess, and analyze, but I think that in during this hour you managed to 

cover a very wide range of topics in a very positive and interesting way, 

which I am sure that our listeners and subscribers will find inspiring.  

I look forward to talking to you again in the near future, to try to go deeper 

into some of these issues because I’m sure that there is much to learn from 

your experience and your wide knowledge of both the issues, and the 

personalities concerned. The region gives a lot of importance to the 

personalities and you have clearly met many of the key players in the region 

and I’m sure that there many things that you can say that will prove very 

useful for those thinking of the future. 

I appreciate the fact that you were able to go back and forth from the past to 

the future; this is extremely important. As a historian I appreciate the 

importance of knowing the past, but as a practitioner I know that we need to 

be focused on the future and I think you’ve done that wonderfully.  

Thank you very much Sir for your time and we look forward to our next 

conversation.  

 

Pleasure meeting you Sir. Aurvoir                       

 

 

 

  


