RONALDO MOTA SARDENBERG (BRAZIL):  Mr. President, I have the honor of speaking on behalf of the delegations of Argentina and Brazil on agenda item 14 of the General Assembly entitled "The Situation in the Middle East."  

In the year that has passed since the last debate of the General Assembly on this issue, several positive developments have taken place in the Middle East.  We'd like to highlight the Palestinian presidential elections of 9 January 2005, the Sharm El-Sheikh understandings of 8 February, Israel's pullout from the Gaza Strip and from four settlements of the West Bank, concluded by mid-September, and the agreement on movement and access and the agreed principles for the Rafah Crossing, signed on 15 November.

That made it possible to reopen this strategic crossing between the Gaza Strip and Egypt only a few days ago.  

Argentina and Brazil welcome these auspicious and positive developments that allow us to harbor a degree of optimism as to future perspectives.

However, as it was repeatedly demonstrated in the last year, this progress towards peace and mutual recognition is negatively effected by the ups and downs in the fragile situation on the ground.  The forces of moderation have not always prevailed over the forces of extremism and violence.  

That is why we believe it is essentially for the progress to be accompanied by concrete measures that contribute to build more confidence between the parties, establish channels of dialogue between the government of Israel and the Palestinian Authority on all the aspects contemplated in the Road Map, and ultimately the re-launching of the peace process.  

We believe that the Road Map is the best tool at our disposal to advance peace negotiations with a view to the creation of an independent, sovereign, democratic, viable and territorially contiguous state of Palestinian living side-by-side with Israel in peace and security.  

To achieve this goal, both parties must be ready to make concessions and accept long-term commitments that respond to the fundamental needs and concerns of the other party.  In this regard, the Palestinian Authority should take measures to address Israel's legitimate needs in the field of security.  It should therefore continue with reform and strengthening its security services and should exercise a monopoly over the use of force in the territory under its control.

Argentina and Brazil believe that it is essential to ensure the safety and well being of all civilians in the Middle East.  We condemn all acts of violence and terror against civilians on both sides, including the suicide bombings, the extra-judicial executions and the excessive use of force.

The parties must understand that this conflict will only be solved through peaceful means.  Resorting to violence will not contribute to achieving their objectives.

In the final analysis, the main lesson learned over the past five years has been that violence and terrorism have contributed to move further away the prospective of peaceful coexistence between two states.  It has not brought it any closer.

Israel should adequately address the legitimate Palestinian aspirations to self-determination and the establishment of an independent state.  To this purpose, it should freeze all settlement-related activities and dismantle illegal outposts in accordance with the Road Map.

Likewise, Israel should cease the construction of the separation barrier and should adjust its roots so as not to create facts on the ground that could prejudge the final borders.

Living conditions in the Palestinian territory should visibly improve.  In this regard, it is essential to guarantee freedom of movement of both people and goods within Gaza and the West Bank and between both territories, and to facilitate links with the rest of the world.

If concrete measures are not taken to respond to these legitimate Palestinian concerns, it will be very difficult for the president of the Palestinian Authority to convince his people that peaceful negotiations with Israel will indeed lead to the creation of a viable and contiguous state.

The international community has an important role to play in this process, especially in providing conditions for a fruitful and sustainable dialogue between the parties.  

Some recent experiences, in particular the Gaza withdrawal and the opening of the Gaza Crossing, demonstrated that an active involvement by the members of the Quartet and other relevant international actors can make a difference at times, when the parties by themselves do not seem able to achieve an agreement.  

However, the international community cannot impose a resumption of negotiations unless Israelis and Palestinians adopt the required bold steps in order to comply with their neutral commitments and obligations.

Mr. President, peace and stability in the Middle East depend on concrete progress, not only with regard to the Israeli-Palestinian track, but also in other aspects of the Arab-Israeli conflict.  In this sense, it is indispensable that the parties resume their contacts with a view to putting an end to situations of occupation that persist in the region in violation of international law.

Once again, we call for the resumption of peace talks between Israel and Syria concerning the Golan Heights, occupied since June 1967.  

With respect to the situation in Southern Lebanon, our delegations reiterate our call on the parties to further respect the blue line and to abstain from any measures that might increase tensions in that area.  The events of November 21 were very serious, and demonstrated once again, that all the actors involved must adjust their conduct to the provisions of UN resolutions on this subject.

At this opportunity, we would also like to restate our position as concerns the status of Jerusalem.  A definitive solution to this question should take into account the concerns of both Israelis and Palestinians.  In this context, we voice our disquiet at Israeli unilateral measures in the outskirts of Jerusalem, especially concerning settlement activities and the construction of the separation barrier.  Such measures increase the isolation of the city from the remaining occupied territories.  They have a detrimental effect on the life of Palestinians in the city and could prejudge a final agreement on the status of the city.

In order to conclude, Mr. President, I would like to express our recognition for the role being played by the United Nations in seeking a solution to the different questions relating to peace in the Middle East.  We value the deployment of UN agencies on the ground to mitigate the suffering of the Palestinian people.  We also consider that this organization and its main bodies, in particular the Security Council, the General Assembly and the Secretariat, must play a relevant role in promoting the peace process in the Middle East.

Argentina and Brazil will continue to support all international efforts aimed at promoting the legitimate aspirations of all the peoples in the region and rendering effective -- and materializing the vision of a just, lasting and comprehensive peace based on Security Council resolutions 242, 338, 1397 and 1515, the Madrid terms of reference, the formula land for peace, and the statement issued by the Arab League at the Beirut Summit in 2002.  Thank you Mr. President.  

