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Helen Dalley:  Brendan O’Connor, thanks very much for joining us.  We saw overnight the peaceful calm way to I guess move one of the aid ships from its course into Gaza and take it though to Ashdod.  But earlier in the week we saw how it turned violent and lethal with nine activists killed.  Was most of the world right to condemn Israel about that earlier in the week?
Brendan O’Connor:  I think so.  It’s very heavy handed, the tactics that were used.  I mean there were commandoes coming from helicopters, from boats, people shot in the back of the head possibly, people shot in the top of the head.  So there was some resistance, I think this is clear, but it’s resistance of people not with weapons like the Israelis had the guns and the like that they had, so I think it was a very uneven fight that was involved and a public relations disaster for the Israeli government.  
Helen Dalley:  Absolutely.  It was interesting, the Turkish government was very upset, they expressed their disappointment about the US government not coming out and condemning Israel.  Can you explain why the US government took that stance?

Brendan O’Connor:  Yes, the US is traditionally I suppose Israel’s greatest supporter, greatest ally.  The European nations in the main have tended to be more critical.  I think William Hague, the Foreign Secretary from the United Kingdom, has come out quite strongly against this.

Helen Dalley:  He was very strong, wasn’t he?

Brendan O’Connor:  Very much, and this is a pattern, I think, across Europe.  The United States has got a very strong relationship with Israel, it goes back to the end of the Second World War.  Really only maybe the Eisenhower government has shown a kind of critical position on Israel, since the 1960s, very, very lock strong support with Israel, and I suppose this is a position that a lot of countries have been critical of the United States about.

Helen Dalley:  It’s interesting because US Vice-President Joe Biden actually came out and openly supported Israel.  In a sense, was that a provocative stance?
Brendan O’Connor:  Not entirely surprising.  I mean Biden is someone who shoots from the hip a little bit so there was an element of him speaking off the cuff almost.  President Obama had called it tragic and had said the blockade can’t last, but Biden had definitely, as you say, taken a more pro-Israeli line, had said Israel has the right to inspect these ships, but that’s really not what was happening.  It wasn’t an inspection, it was really blocking the ships from getting to Gaza.

Helen Dalley:  The US also took the stand of trying to get the UN to soften its stance against Israel.  A lot of the world condemned that action too.

Brendan O’Connor:  Yes, the Israelis and probably supported by the US are very sceptical of human rights committees in the UN being able to investigate these sorts of things.  They say they are stacked by too many people who are much too sympathetic to the Palestinian cause.

Helen Dalley:  But isn’t that just convenient for Israel to have that stance?

Brendan O’Connor:  I suppose what the Americans have been suggesting is an Israeli investigation, maybe with some US involvement.  Biden cited the example of the South Koreans having an investigation into their recent ship being attacked by the North Koreans, but the two situations seem dramatically different, and I don’t think really fair to compare at all.

Helen Dalley:  In fact that’s interesting because what you’re feeling about US, Defence Secretary Robert Gates, when asked by I think it was a Chinese official whether Israel’s attack on the civilian aid flotilla, how is it different to North Korea’s alleged sinking of the South Korean ship, which was a war ship admittedly, but it killed 46 sailors in March, and Robert Gates said there’s no comparison.  North Korea was a surprise operation without any warning, and he said there must be consequences for North Korea.  A lot of people would say there also must be consequences for Israel, but he didn’t see that at all.
Brendan O’Connor:  Yes, I think the bigger issue is this blockade needs to be looked into.  Certain things are banned, like newspapers, some notebooks, coriander, I mean a range of things that seem unsuitable to be banned – building materials as well, banned to get into Gaza.  So I think it’s going to put light onto that issue.  The Israelis are going to have to defend that, and hopefully I suppose the bigger issue is to see the peace process reignited, maybe restarted in some way, and the US there is inevitably going to be involved.

Helen Dalley:  Can it be restarted though when there’s still this incredible tension and standoff, and particularly if America is seen to be siding so much with Israel?  If America doesn’t show leadership on a raid that went so disastrously wrong like this one, how can the rest of the world believe that it really wants the peace process?

Brendan O’Connor:  I think the US is the only party the Israelis will allow in as a third party, so the US is the only one who has maybe some form.  It has a lot of leverage, whether it’s willing to use it, leverage over military aid, other forms of aid as well.  

Helen Dalley:  That’s the question, will it be prepared to use it?

Brendan O’Connor:  Not usually.  I think the Obama administration has put more pressure on the Israelis, particularly over settlement issues, and it does want to see a Palestinian state, as the Bush administration did.  But how hard it will push Israel is one of these very difficult questions, and it relates a lot as well to American domestic politics.  The Israeli lobby in the United States cannot be underrated.  It’s pretty influential on the congress, a very powerful citizen group.  So it’s something that’s a very, very difficult problem and one Obama is dancing around to some extent.

Helen Dalley:  You said he did say that President Obama said that the blockade can’t last.  What I guess this disastrous week has done is highlighted, as you said, the fact that there is a blockade and that it’s really hurting a lot of people who are kept inside it.  What do you think the Americans will do in concrete steps to push Israel, to lift it?

Brendan O’Connor:  Just the publicity of the issue.  The talking about the issue makes it seem hard to justify.  There’s talk that Hamas is in trouble in Gaza, that it’s not as strong as it was when it was elected four or five years ago, so this I think will be an issue which will throw light on the political situation in Gaza, throw light on the Israeli’s arguments about why they need to blockade certain items.  But I think pressure will build up, maybe more of these boats will come in, there’ll be more attention on it.  So this is an issue which I think will be just very difficult for the Israelis to sidestep.

Helen Dalley:  How does America face Turkey, Turkey has been a friend of Israel in the face of this, and really establish continued relations with Turkey?  They’ve expressed enormous disappointment at the American stance.  And it’s a moderate Muslim country and America needs that there.

Brendan O’Connor:  Secular government for a long time, very large Muslim population in Turkey.  Turkey’s power in the world has been increasing recently.  It’s been an interesting player in the Middle East, more friendly to Israel than a lot of other countries in the region, but obviously incredibly upset about nine of its citizens being killed in this attack or this raid.  So this has created major problems with the Americans.  The Turks expect the Americans to maybe take a stronger stance.  The Turkish government I think is very, very upset at this situation.  There’s been, I imagine, protests around the world where people have been flying the Turkish flag.  I think there was some of this in Sydney even yesterday.  So this has created very difficult relations.  I read a piece in one of the major American newspapers the other day talking about Turkey is a frenemy of the United States, that it had moved from being a friend to somewhere towards an enemy, and there’s I think a very difficult set of diplomatic relations which will have to be smoothed over with the United States and Turkey, and Israel and Turkey obviously.
Helen Dalley:  It causes huge ramifications, doesn’t it, because the Turks want an independent enquiry into how this got going and also into the blockade, and of course they’ll need the Americans to push that through.

Brendan O’Connor:  Yes, and I think that’s reasonably justified, these arguments the Turks are making.  So I think this is just going to be an issue that isn’t going to go away in the near future.  I think we’re going to be hearing about this for quite some time.  All of the boats apart from the recent Irish boat are Turkish boats, so this will be something that I think many of us will follow with great interest.

Helen Dalley:  It’s interesting just on one aspect. The Israelis actually rejected the US State Department’s claim that the US State Department expressed to the Israelis that they had to carry out any of this with caution and with restraint, and the Israelis said well we didn’t hear from you.  So again, they’re sort of directly refuting the US State Department.  Does that add to tension between the two countries?

Brendan O’Connor:  Yes, this is ongoing.  Hilary Clinton visited Israel obviously in Israel in recent times and was critical of the expansion of settlement, so there have been some moves by the Americans which maybe seem tepid to some, but are probably stronger than we’ve seen for quite some time, particularly I think stronger than anything we saw during the Bush administration’s eight years.

Helen Dalley:  Let’s turn to another issue that’s really plaguing President Obama.  It’s being said that he has bungled the handling of the massive oil spill in the Gulf.  He’s now visited the affected area three times.  Can he make the clean-up work?  Or is there too much damage done both in a physical sense for the clean-up and damage done to him?

Brendan O’Connor:  The words ‘oil spill’ hardly go to the extent of this damage that’s occurred.  46 days since the original bursting of this oil well, and I suppose it’s just spreading everywhere.  This oil is going around Florida apparently, up the East Coast of the United States, so an absolute disaster caused by BP.  It’s not like Hurricane Katrina in the sense that Bush was very closely associated with FEMA, who was seen as botching the disaster relief.

Helen Dalley:  They were supposed to do it from the very beginning, weren’t they?

Brendan O’Connor:  Yes, there’s no equivalent of President Obama saying ‘heck of a job’ to BP and then having to defend BP.  Obviously he’s been very critical of BP, but I think it’s his tone that people have been critical of.  At times his very relaxed, calm approach seems maybe to some like he’s more of an analyst rather than an actor in this.  I find it personally reasonably reassuring his tone, there’s not a kind of false anger that he shows on camera.  But for others I think it’s too cool, maybe too dispassionate, not enough emotion.  So he’s just visited the Gulf area, the Gulf of Mexico, talked to people involved in industries there, and I suppose trying to show a human touch and an interest in the issue.

Helen Dalley:  Is it going to damage and perhaps irreparably his brand as the can-do president?

Brendan O’Connor:  It’s just a wicked problem.  You wouldn’t wish this upon anyone, so I suppose he’s having to deal with BP at the same time as criticise.

Helen Dalley:  Maybe he let it go to allow BP to do the clean-up for too long?
Brendan O’Connor:  I just think the technology wasn’t available.  The government doesn’t have the technology, they’ve had to work with all sorts of people.  James Cameron, the filmmaker, has been involved, someone who’s done underwater movies.  Some people I think have mocked that, but I think probably unjustifiably mocked that.  Just the technology hasn’t been there, and I suppose it’s really rocked Americans’ faith in technology.  There’s surveys showing is, that people basically thought it would be cleaned up fairly quickly immediately after it occurred, and now the surveys are showing that people have come to the realisation that the technology is faulty.  I suppose this brings offshore drilling into question.  If there is an argument made for more offshore drilling, Obama was open to this, I think, a few months ago, and I think this brings this form of energy supply to the United States really into serious question.

Helen Dalley:  Is that the main reason for the President cancelling yet another visit to Australia?

Brendan O’Connor:  Yes, I think probably legitimately.  This is a major political problem for Obama, this is affecting his credibility as you were saying.  Americans will vote at the end of this year for their congress, and Obama will even be thinking about his re-election in 2012.  So there’s not a lot of votes coming to Australia in comparison.

Helen Dalley:  Exactly.  So do you think the trip will ever happen?  Because in a sense it seems each time a crisis comes up for him, he has to cancel.  So does that show that Australia really isn’t high on his list of priorities, even though we are a very firm ally?

Brendan O’Connor:  I think he’ll come.  He’ll probably come after a federal election.  He wouldn’t want to come during a federal election obviously.

Helen Dalley:  He won’t come before the next federal election you don’t think?

Brendan O’Connor:  It’s hard to tell, but I think he’ll come.  He’ll come either this year or early next year would be my sense.  I wouldn’t worry too much, in the sense that it’s a downgrading of the alliance or anything like that.  I think the alliance is still very strong.  I think there’s strong communication between Obama and Rudd and across a number of levels through the administration.  I think Australia has reached a point where it’s one of America’s clearly strongest allies, and this has not changed considerably at all with the change of governments in both countries.  So I think it creates colour, it would’ve been interesting to have Obama here, but I wouldn’t exaggerate the consequences of him not coming.

Helen Dalley:  Perhaps the main consequence is for Kevin Rudd.  He would’ve liked a visit by the American President.  He’s in a very sticky situation at the moment.

Brendan O’Connor:  Yes.  Obama is someone who Rudd thinks he has a very close relationship with, would’ve liked to have maybe got a bit of the President’s charisma.  Obama has always been very popular in Australia.  We’ve seen that in a number of polls.  But Rudd could have overplayed this.  He could’ve tried to see himself as a little too close to the President, so I largely think it would’ve been a plus, but there could’ve been things that his minders would’ve had to have controlled, claiming that they were maybe too close, when Obama has many people around the world, many leaders who want his attention and need his attention.

Helen Dalley:  We’ll leave it there.  Thank you so much for joining us, Associate Professor Brendan O’Connor.  Very pleased to have you from the US Studies Centre there.

Brendan O’Connor:  My pleasure.
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