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D3. State Department, Briefing in the 
Wake of UNESCO’s Approval of Full 
Palestinian Membership, Washington, 3 
November 2011 (excerpts).

The 31 October vote of the United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization (UNESCO) general 

assembly approving by a wide margin 
the Palestinian request for full member-
ship in the organization (as opposed to 
observer status) was the starting point 
for the Palestine-related segment of the 
State Department’s daily press briefing. 
Spokesperson Victoria Nuland was ham-
mered on the U.S. defunding of UNESCO 
and progress on the peace process. The 
transcript was distributed by the State 
Department and is available on its web-
site at www.state.gov.

QUESTION: Okay. So presumably, 
you all have seen Prime Minister Ne-
tanyahu’s reaction to the Palestinian 
move at UNESCO in terms of accelerat-
ing settlements and at least temporarily 
cutting off the transfer of the tax money 
that they provide to the—collect for and 
then are supposed to send on to the Pal-
estinians. What is your—well, what are 
your thoughts about that?

MS. NULAND: Well, our view on 
these kinds of things has not changed. 
We don’t consider it helpful. We don’t 
consider that it contributes to the envi-
ronment that we need to move forward. 
But more generally, I think it’s probably 
a good moment to . . . remind ourselves 
what the logic of the proposal that the 
Quartet put forward on September 
23rd was.

It was that rather than engaging in 
provocative action vis-à-vis each other, 
these parties would, under the auspices 
of the Quartet and with the Quartet’s 
help, start working on narrowing the 
differences that divide them on the es-
sential issues, particularly issues of se-
curity, issues of land, territory, et cetera. 
So that’s what we want to do. We want 
to get the focus back to the Quartet 
process, back to narrowing the differ-
ences rather than either side conducting 
actions that hurt the environment for 
negotiations.

. . .

QUESTION: (Inaudible), you said 
that we’re trying every minute, every 
hour of every day to try to get the sides 
back into talks. When was the last time 
that Secretary Clinton made a phone 
call either to a senior Israeli or a se-
nior Palestinian official on the peace 
process?
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MS. NULAND: Well, we had exten-
sive contacts, as you know, in the New 
York timeframe, face-to-face contacts 
both at the presidential level, at the sec-
retarial level. We’ve had the envoy meet-
ing since then . . . 

QUESTION: I mean, that was—the 
New York timeframe was six weeks ago, 
right? And there is a very widely held 
perception among certainly the com-
munity of analysts that look at this that 
the Administration isn’t just doing all 
that much. . . . We can ask at the White 
House for when the President last ac-
tually talked to somebody, but has the 
Secretary not actually spoken to an Is-
raeli or a Palestinian for six weeks now?

MS. NULAND: I can’t speak to 
whether she’s not spoken to a single 
member because, for example, there 
may have been international meetings. 
But the Secretary takes action when 
our negotiators judge that a conversa-
tion between her and an Israeli leader 
or a Palestinian leader can help push 
the balance and affect the outcome. I 
don’t think anybody doubts, nor should 
anybody doubt, her commitment, the 
President’s commitment to the pro-
cess that the President set in motion 
with his speech on May 19th, setting 
out the clearest framework for how we 
could move forward, her support for the 
Quartet process, her personal engage-
ment in New York.

We are still at the stage of working 
at the envoy level to try to get concrete 
proposals together. So we need to see 
each side, Israelis and Palestinians, put 
their ideas down on paper. And she will 
interject and intervene and support that 
process as necessary as we go forward.

QUESTION: Is the absence of calls 
on her part, then, a tacit admission of 
American impotence here?

MS. NULAND: Arshad, we are lead-
ing a Quartet process that is engaged 
in trying to find a path forward, despite 
the obstacles, despite the obstacles in the 
UN system, despite the obstacles on the 
ground. And we are not the ones who 
are giving up here on trying to get these 
parties back to the table.

. . .

QUESTION: . . . Do you regard the 
Israeli response, which is to—I mean, 

as this is publicly known—to accel-
erate settlement building, which, of 
course, the Palestinians reject, and to, 
at least temporarily, cut off funding 
for the Palestinians, do you regard this 
as not merely not helpful but indeed 
actually counterproductive? Because, 
particularly in the case of the fund-
ing—I mean, in the case of the settle-
ment building, it’s hard to see how 
that makes the Palestinians any more 
inclined to do what you want them to 
do, which is to come back to the nego-
tiating table and put their ideas down 
on paper. And in the case of the fund-
ing freeze, however long it lasts, that 
essentially starves the Palestinian Au-
thority, which does work, which the 
Israeli Government and an Israeli gen-
eral, who you cited recently, view as 
actually useful in terms of preserving 
security. So is this not merely not help-
ful, but—or—but actually counterpro-
ductive to what you perceive to be your 
interests and Israel’s interests?

MS. NULAND: Look, we are deeply 
disappointed by yesterday’s announce-
ment about the accelerated housing 
construction in Jerusalem and in the 
West Bank. We continue to make our 
opposition to this clear to the Govern-
ment of Israel. And as we’ve said again 
and again and again, unilateral actions 
by either party work against efforts to 
resume direct negotiations and do not 
advance the goal of a reasonable and 
necessary agreement between these 
parties.

So we’ve also said that we believe 
that the regular transfer of money, 
whether it’s U.S. money, whether it’s 
Israeli money, is important and should 
continue to be made. These are key to 
strengthening Palestinian institutions 
and are necessary for funding future of 
the state. So again, we want to see both 
sides get back to focusing on the negoti-
ations and away from unilateral actions 
that make all of that harder.

QUESTION: At what level have you 
made clear your continued opposition 
to these steps? Was it the ambassador in 
Tel Aviv? Was it—

MS. NULAND: Certainly the ambas-
sador in Tel Aviv. I believe that David 
Hale’s also been on the phone today.

QUESTION: Anybody higher than 
that? The assistant secretary or the—
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MS. NULAND: Well, David Hale is 
the Secretary’s representative on these 
issues.

. . .

QUESTION: One quick—you said 
the Israeli money, but that’s actually 
Palestinian money, as I understand it. 
These are taxes.

MS. NULAND: Correct. Correct.
QUESTION: Okay. And do you see 

an equivalent, then, of what the Pales-
tinians did, having this very symbolic 
vote at UNESCO versus these tangible 
response that the Israelis are doing, 
withholding Palestinian money and 
building more settlements?

MS. NULAND: I think our concern 
is that neither of these sets of actions 
is helpful to the environment of getting 
back to the negotiating table. And ob-
viously, there’s an action/reaction here 
that is not helpful. So we’re trying to get 
these parties into a positive cycle of en-
gagement and trying to encourage them 
to come back to the table, and that’s go-
ing to continue to be our focus. And our 
concern is that the move in UNESCO, 
whereas it may have looked symbolic to 
some, actually has real consequences—
has consequences on the U.S. side, 
which you’ve already seen, but it also 
has consequences in terms of the envi-
ronment, that this is what we’ve been 
warning about.

QUESTION: But, Toria, you’ve been 
saying all along that it doesn’t change 
anything; the UNESCO movement 
doesn’t change anything on the ground 
at all. And in fact, it doesn’t, does it? 
But what Israel did yesterday does 
change things on the ground.

MS. NULAND: It changes the—
QUESTION: And yet you’re still—

you’re unprepared or unwilling, politi-
cally or for other—to take any action 
against either side for continuing to do 
things that you say are destructive to 
the peace process.

MS. NULAND: What are you propos-
ing, Matt?

. . .

QUESTION: . . . It’s not my job to 
propose things. That would be the best 
and the brightest that you allegedly 

have working in this Administration 
trying to figure things out. I am asking 
how U.S. policy—how is it U.S. policy to 
encourage peace talks if you’re unwill-
ing to do anything against either side 
when they continue to ignore you and, 
in fact, not just to ignore you but to 
make matters worse, is what you said. 
. . . You punish them. You take some 
kind of action. You have, or you did 
have, leverage with the Israelis because 
you gave them $3 billion a year. You 
do have, or did have, leverage with the 
Palestinians because you give them mil-
lions of dollars a year. And yet, you’re 
not going to do anything with that?

MS. NULAND: Again, I think we’re 
engaged in a policy polemic here rather 
than questions for the podium.

. . .

QUESTION: Answer this: Is the Ad-
ministration upset or embarrassed at 
all by the fact that two relatively tiny 
groups of people are running rough-
shod over American foreign policy?

MS. NULAND: We are concerned 
about whether we can get back to a 
good environment for talks. That is 
what we are concerned about.

QUESTION: You do believe that 
your involvement in UN organizations 
such as UNESCO, such as the IAEA [In-
ternational Atomic Energy Agency], such 
as the World Health Organization, are 
in—that your involvement is—that that’s 
an American national security interest 
or in an American interest. And you’re 
prepared to allow these two small 
groups of people to make you forfeit 
your national interests in international 
organizations. That’s what you’re saying 
to me.

MS. NULAND: Look, with regard 
to UNESCO, we were absolutely clear, 
not only with the Palestinians but with 
the international community before 
this happened, that if this went for-
ward, there would be a cost. There is 
legislation on the books. It is U.S. law 
that we have to cut off funding in this 
case. That is what we have done. The 
choice was clear. The choice was made. 
But now what’s important is that ev-
erybody—the parties, the international 
community—all need to take a step 
back and find a way forward back to the 
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negotiating table that doesn’t force bad 
choices on the international community, 
that enables the parties to get back to 
productive work together. That is what 
we are focused on . . .

QUESTION: Across the street this 
morning, Secretary—former Secretary of 
State James Baker complained that the 
U.S. is actually showing no leadership. 
And he referenced his position back 20 
years ago on the loan guarantees, when 
he said that we will give the loan guar-
antees if you stop the settlements. And 
he apparently used that as basis of an 
example of leadership. Do you concur 
with Secretary Baker?

MS. NULAND: Well, Secretary Baker 
is a private citizen. He was engaged in 
this process 20 years ago. He also spent 
a lot of his time as Secretary working 
on these issues. I would note that at the 
time when Secretary Baker was serving, 
the U.S. was not speaking out publicly 
about the importance of the Palestin-
ians having a state.

QUESTION: Okay, just a quick fol-
low up. He also mentioned a number 
of things. He said that for the next 12 
months, there is not likely to be any 
kind of serious negotiations—going 
back to negotiations—and therefore, 
the United States should focus on three 
things: one, to maintain peace in Gaza; 
and second, to make sure that Israeli-
Palestinian security arrangements re-
main and, in fact, aid to the security 
apparatus, the Palestinian security, 
continues; and thirdly, and most im-
portantly, to really focus on the Egyp-
tian-Israeli peace treaty, that if that goes 
down, then everything else in the re-
gion will go down.

MS. NULAND: Well I think we’re 
certainly focused on all of those 
things, but we are also focused on try-
ing to make progress with these par-
ties and trying to use the President’s 
framework from May 19th and the 
Quartet framework to get these par-
ties really working on the issues that 
divide them and narrowing the differ-
ences. We are not prepared to give up 
on narrowing the differences between 
these parties . . .

QUESTION: I just want to follow 
up on this. And lastly, do you feel that 
at one point if Israel continues to issue 
these permits for a new settlement and 

so on, that at one point this window 
will close completely?

MS. NULAND: Said, I’m not going 
to set up false premises out there in the 
future. You know where we’re focused 
. . .

QUESTION: Secretary of—former 
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice 
also gave a very strong interview to 
Associated Press yesterday in which she 
also had serious issues with the way 
that this Administration was handling 
the peace process. Now in the last two 
days, you have . . . two former Secretary 
of States questioning the way this Ad-
ministration is handling the peace pro-
cess. You haven’t been able to get the 
parties to the table. It does, to Matt’s 
point and Arshad’s point, speak to an 
ineffectiveness, if not—no one’s chal-
lenging your commitment to wanting a 
two-state solution, but it does speak to 
the ineffectiveness of U.S. policy.

Is there any thought to maybe includ-
ing a wider group in some kind of these 
peace efforts? I’m not talking about the 
Quartet per se, but other parties that 
have influence on the parties. I mean, 
you don’t—just to be blunt, I mean, you 
just don’t seem to be getting anywhere 
with these parties. You don’t seem to 
have enough influence if you’re not 
willing to take these measures of con-
sequence to get the parties to do what 
you need them to do. So do you either 
go back to the drawing board and start 
again or do you walk away and say if 
you’re not going to help yourselves, we 
can’t help you?

MS. NULAND: Well, first of all, I 
don’t think that anybody here believes 
you can bludgeon parties to the peace 
table. That is not the exercise that we’re 
engaged in. Second, I would reject the 
premise that we haven’t moved forward 
in recent weeks. We did have, less than 
two weeks ago, the envoy meetings 
with each party in which both parties 
agreed to try to work now with us on 
the next stage of the roadmap that the 
Quartet put forward, namely to come up 
with concrete proposals on territory, on 
security.

So we’re going to continue to keep 
our sleeves rolled up and work with 
these parties on that with the goal of 
having another meeting in the next cou-
ple of weeks where we can see what 
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the progress of their internal thinking 
is, and to try to meet the deadline of 
having them exchange those first drafts 
with each other within 90 days. So 
we’ve got a path going forward and we 
are focused on trying to stick to that so 
that we can actually narrow the gap, be-
cause that’s what’s most important.

QUESTION: But that path, respect-
fully, can’t be done, don’t you think, 
in a vacuum to what’s going on on the 
ground right now and the unilateral 
moves that both sides are taking.

MS. NULAND: That’s exactly why 
we were warning against the move in 
UNESCO, exactly why we have been 
critical of the settlement activity, and 
why we want to focus international 
pressure on these parties to come back, 
why we’ve set out a concrete step-by-
step approach that breaks things down 
into smaller bites and endeavors to nar-
row the gap . . .

QUESTION: Just a quick—can I fol-
low up on that? You said another meet-
ing in the next couple of weeks. Did 
you mean another set of meetings—

MS. NULAND: Correct.
QUESTION: —meaning separate 

meetings with each side?
MS. NULAND: Correct. Another set 

of meetings.

. . .

QUESTION: (Inaudible) last two 
questions, Said’s point that next 12 
months might not be negotiations, which 
you did not object to that. . . . And sec-
ond is your appearing as ineffective in 
the Middle East peace process. Some ar-
gue that these two reasons because of 
the next 12 months is the reelection sea-
son and they have the Administration’s 
in U.S. in need with the strong Israel lob-
bies. Do you see this reelection term in 
any way making you less effective in any 
way it affects your ability?

. . .

MS. NULAND: No. We are focused 
on trying to make as much progress as 
we can. As I said, we are working on 
having another round, another session, 
with these parties in coming weeks. We 
are focused very much on the 90-day 
clock that the Quartet set forward for 

these parties to be ready to exchange 
their ideas with each other so that we 
can start negotiations.

QUESTION: According to news re-
ports from Israeli press, Prime Minister 
Netanyahu has been trying to commit 
his cabinet to bomb Iran in near term. 
First of all, do you—how do you as-
sess this kind of a statement? And sec-
ondly, how do you see this threat of the 
Iranian nuclear weapons in near term? 
Is there anything changing radical—in 
radical terms?

MS. NULAND: Well, first of all, I’m 
not going to comment on stray press 
reports out of Israel. I’m going to send 
you to the Israeli Government for its 
views on these things. We remain com-
mitted to Israel’s security. We and Israel 
share a deep concern about the direc-
tion that Iran is taking. We continue to 
work with Israel, with the international 
community, to speak clearly with regard 
to Iran’s nuclear obligations. And you 
know where we are on this, that Iran 
has got to make—take the necessary 
steps established by the international 
community to come back into compli-
ance with its obligations.

QUESTION: Well, without speaking 
to it, the—there has been previous con-
cern by the—about the possibility for 
Israel to take unilateral action against 
Iran. So this report aside—this news re-
port aside, what is level of concern here 
in this Administration that Israel might 
take unilateral action?

MS. NULAND: Well, we are focused 
with Israel, we are focused with our other 
international partners, on getting Iran to 
comply with the IAEA, to increase the 
international pressure for Iran to comply, 
and that’s the focus of our activity.

QUESTION: Did you just, in re-
sponse to the second-to-last question, 
say that there was no—that the U.S. 
election season has no influence over 
how you approach the peace process?

MS. NULAND: I don’t think that’s ex-
actly the way the question came, Matt.

. . .

QUESTION: Let me ask the question 
straightly—straight, then. I believe that 
the question was there is concern that 
political pressure in the United States 
during the election season may make it 
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difficult for the U.S. to be a completely 
honest broker in the peace talks. Do 
you reject that accusation? Do you re-
ject the suggestion that the American 
political process, i.e., the upcoming 
presidential election, will have any role 
in what America does, what the Admin-
istration does, as it relates to the peace 
process?

MS. NULAND: I reject the notion 
that we are working any less hard now 
than we have been working over the 
last few months and years on trying to 
get these parties back to the table.

QUESTION: Okay. Good. Because 
I thought what you said was no, flat 
out no, the American election season 
doesn’t have any influence on—

MS. NULAND: I’m not here to com-
ment on electoral issues or political 
issues.
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