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On the eve of the first direct Middle East peace negotiations since he took office, President Obama
urged Israeli and Palestinian leaders Wednesday to seize "this moment of opportunity" and to end
their decades-long conflict, pledging to throw his administration's "full weight" behind their effort to
do so.

Speaking in the Rose Garden after a day of preparatory meetings, Obama sternly addressed both
parties and the region's Arab leaders, whom he scolded for endorsing the creation of a Palestinian
state in principle while often doing little to help bring one about.

But he said that, ultimately, only Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu and Palestinian leader
Mahmoud Abbas could make the compromises necessary to secure peace between their peoples.

"The hard work is only beginning," Obama said after meeting. "Neither success nor failure is
inevitable. But this much we know: If we do not make the attempt, then failure is guaranteed."

Obama's inauguration of direct Israeli-Palestinian negotiations comes after more than a year of
diplomacy to bring the two sides together. The last direct talks broke off in December 2008 amid an



intensive Israeli assault on the Gaza Strip to stop Palestinian rocket fire into southern Israeli towns.

The events Wednesday, which culminated in a White House dinner for Netanyahu, Abbas, King
Abdullah II of Jordan and Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, marked at least a temporary success
for the Obama administration, which has at times appeared confused over how to further peace-
making in the region.

The president's Rose Garden remarks followed meetings with the four leaders who will be involved,
either directly or as mediators, in negotiations that are scheduled to begin Thursday and that are
supposed to conclude in a year with the conflict's most difficult issues resolved.

Those issues include the status of Jerusalem, which both Israelis and Palestinians claim as their
capital; the right of Palestinian refugees to return to homes inside what is now Israel; and the final
borders of a Palestinian state.

But a deeply divided Palestinian national movement, a right-leaning Israeli public, and the energetic
extremes on both sides who oppose compromise of any kind are already complicating efforts to
forge an agreement that has eluded Israelis, Palestinians and their U.S. mediators for years.

Perhaps the most immediate threat to the negotiations is the impending expiration of Israel's 10-
month moratorium on West Bank settlement construction.

The building freeze, opposed by Netanyahu's hawkish coalition partners, is set to expire Sept. 26.
Abbas has warned that he might walk away from the talks if Netanyahu does not extend the
moratorium, which U.S. officials also want to see remain in place.

"The central piece of worry focused on the moratorium," Soliman Awaad, Egypt's ambassador to
Washington, told reporters after Mubarak's meeting with Obama.

Awaad said Mubarak also told Obama that "it is not enough to offer dinner, to give some
speeches," warning that the United States must remain involved after the official start of direct talks.

Obama struck a note of hope in his remarks in the Rose Garden and, later, in the East Room, at one
point saying that "despite what the cynics say, history teaches us that there is a different path."

But he tempered his optimism with a realistic assessment of the challenges ahead.

"We are under no illusions," Obama said. "Passions run deep. Each side has legitimate and
enduring interests. Years of mistrust will not disappear overnight."

Obama met with each Middle East leader in a one-on-one session in the Oval Office. The dinner he
later hosted on their behalf was attended also by representatives of the Quartet of Middle East
peace interlocutors: the United States, the European Union, Russia and the United Nations.

Each leader delivered brief remarks during the East Room reception, setting an urgent tone for the
negotiations to come. Netanyahu addressed Abbas as "my partner in peace."

"The Jewish people are not strangers in our ancestral homeland, the land of our forefathers,"
Netanyahu said. "But we recognize that another people share this land with us. And I came here
today to find an historic compromise that will enable both peoples to live in peace and security and
dignity."

Following the Israeli prime minister, Abbas said he would "spare no effort and we will work
diligently" to achieve a peace agreement that would meet Palestinian interests and address Israeli
security concerns.

"It is time to put an end to the struggle in the Middle East," said Abbas, who referred to Palestinians
as "victims" in the long conflict. "Let us sign a final agreement for peace."
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But Abbas, Netanyahu, and Obama all agreed that the nascent process is already threatened by
groups that will seek to upend it in the months ahead.

Earlier in the day, Obama condemned the fatal shooting Tuesday of four Israeli settlers in the West
Bank. The armed wing of the Islamist group Hamas claimed responsibility for the killing, which
Obama called "senseless slaughter" after his meeting with Netanyahu.

Hamas does not recognize Israel's right to exist, and has opposed the renewal of direct talks
between Abbas and the Israeli government.

Abbas's secular Fatah movement was driven from Gaza by Hamas in 2007 during months of what
amounted to a Palestinian civil war. Those divisions within the Palestinian national movement have
yet to heal, likely hindering Abbas' ability to enforce any peace agreement that he might reach with
Israel.

"The tragedy that we saw yesterday, where people were gunned down on the street by terrorists
who are purposely trying to undermine these talks, is an example of what we're up against," Obama
said.

Those threats persisted Wednesday when an Israeli couple was wounded in a shooting attack on
their car in the West Bank.

King Abdullah II told the East Room audience: "Time is not on our side."

"If hopes are disappointed again, the price of failure will be too high for all," he said. "Our people
expect us to rise to their high expectations."

Correspondent Janine Zacharia in Jerusalem and Mary Beth Sheridan in Washington
contributed to this report.
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