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Sharon says ready to drop demand for seven day
of quiet
By Aluf Benn. Ha'aretz Correspondent, and Ha'aretz Service

Prime Minister Ariel Sharon suggested
Friday that he was dropping his
insistence on a week of calm before the
two sides begin implementing a truce.

Sharon said that negotiations for a cease-
fire will be held while the conflict
continues. "Negotiations to stop the
shooting will be held under fire," Sharon
told
Channel Two Television.

Sharon also informed U.S. Secretary of
State Colin Powell of his decision during
a phone conversation earlier in the day.

The decision follows a new U.S. intiative
which proposes that the two sides begin
to implement the Tenet plan immediately,
without waiting for a drop in the violence,
with the goal of then moving on to the
Mitchell Report's plan for resuming
negotiations.

Bush sends envoy back to Mideast
President George W. Bush dispatched
his Middle East envoy, Anthony Zinni,
back to the region Thursday in hopes of
halting widening violence.

Citing American sources, Israel Radio
reported that the American envoy would
arrive in the region at the latter part of
next week.

Bush, under pressure from Arab leaders
for a stronger U.S. role in the Middle
East, said Zinni would go back to the
region next week. He said Zinni's
prospects for progress are unclear.

Sent

Ariel Sharon is willing to hold
negotiations under fire.
(Photo: Reuters)

Anthony Zinni will arrive in the
region next week.
(Photo: AP)

When announcing the new effort, Bush said "there are no assurances" it
would lead to a resumption of peace talks. "That's not going to prevent our
country from trying," Bush told reporters at the White House Rose Garden,
with Vice President Dick Cheney and Secretary Powell at his side. "I'm
deeply concerned about the tragic loss of life and the escalating violence,"
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Bush said.

Under the new American initiative, Zinni would stay in the region to monitor
execution of the PA's commitments under the Tenet plan, which include
arresting wanted terrorists and collecting illegal weapons.

The new plan also includes support for a Saudi peace initiative, under which
the Arab world would promise Israel full normalization in exchange for full
withdrawal to the 1967 borders, and efforts to revitalize the Palestinian
economy. In particular, the U.S. is proposing that Israel use frozen
Palestinian Authority funds - which currently total more than NIS 1 billion - to
fund economic projects in the territories.

A senior administration official, speaking on condition of anonymity, said
Bush made the decision after his national security team advised that the
action could help break a rising cycle of Middle East violence.

The official said Bush was prompted by positive developments in the region,
which the official refused to specify.

The announcement came just hours after White House press secretary Ari
Fleischer said no envoy would be sent unless there was an "opening where
a return by General Zinni that would do some good."

U.S. Ambassador to Israel Dan Kurtzer met this week with Ariel Sharon,
Foreign Minister Shimon Peres, Defense Minister Benjamin Ben-Eliezer and
other politicians to discuss the initiative. Kurtzer said that Bush would kick it
off with a speech emphasizing the depth of American commitment to
resolving the conflict.

Bush said Thursday that Zinni's mission in the region will be to implement
the Tenet and Mitchell plans. In his speech, he urged PA Chairman Yasser
Arafat to take steps to end the violence and refrained from directly criticizing
Sharon, who he referred to as "my friend." Sharon, said Bush, understands
that peace cannot be achieved by escalating the violence - and the U.S., he
added, understands that a country must defend itself, just as America is
doing.

U.S. officials, who have long placed the onus on Palestinian President
Yasser Arafat to crack down on violence against Israelis, have recently
taken a tougher stance toward Sharon.

"I, once again, call upon Chairman Arafat to make maximum effort to end
terrorism against Israel, which undermines the prospects for peace," Bush
said. "I'm counting on all parties in the region - Prime Minister Sharon
included - to do everything they can to make these efforts a success."

Zinni has made two trips to the Middle East, the last one ending on Jan. 7.
Bush has declined to send him back since, apparently judging that the two
sides were not ready for any fresh peace effort.

Bush said that he believed the time was now right.
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ADVERTISEMENTSharon Drops Demand for
Week's Calm Before Peace
Negotiations

By SERGE SCHMEMANN

A n Israeli television news program reported
this evening that Prime Minister Ariel

Sharon had told the Bush administration that he
was prepared to drop his long-standing demand
for seven days of quiet before entering
negotiations on a cease-fire.

If he follows through, Mr. Sharon's action would
lift one of the major obstacles to resuming
contacts, which had been widely criticized for
giving Palestinian radicals a veto over any talks .

"Yes, there will be negotiations to attain a cease-fire, even under fire," Mr. Sharon said
an independent channel. Asked why he was agreeing to this, the prime minister said, "
situation is very terrible now. I thought in the past that it would be possible to attain pea
entering into discussions, but this is not the situation today."

Anthony Zinni, the administration's special representative for the Middle East, is heade
in a new American attempt to break a cycle of violence that is taking record numbers of
Zinni will seek to bring the two sides to the table according to a process defined in two
proposals, the Tenet and Mitchell plans, which both the Israelis and Palestinians have a
principle.
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