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Mr. President,

The Arab-Israeli conflict is probably the most complex international

problem inherited by the twenty-first century. Without a comprehensive

and just resolution of this conflict there will be no peace and economic

prosperity in the Middle East, and without peace in the Middle East

there is little hope for peace and stability in today's shrinking world.

The peaceful resolution of this conflict will have a positive

psychological effect of enormous scale, capable of provoking a "chain

reaction of peace" throughout the conflict areas of the world. The peace

process, initiated by the Madrid and Oslo Accords, has witnessed during

the last nine years, successes and failures, bringing both hope and

frustration. The Israeli withdrawal from southern Lebanon provided an

opportunity for progress on the Syrian and Lebanese tracks. Regrettably,

this opportunity has not been used in its full capacity. The progress on

these two tracks remains an essential element of the comprehensive

settlement, and there is no positive alternative to the resumption of

direct negotiations between Israel, Syria and Lebanon. The agreements

reached in Camp-David through the active mediation of the United States,

could be considered as proof of the irreversibility of the peace

dialogue. Unfortunately, the recent burst of violence forces us to speak

today more of the fragility and vulnerability of the peace process. This

fragility has its symbol, that is the question of Jerusalem. When the

Israeli and Palestinian leaders agreed to discuss this issue in the

final stage of their negotiations, this was regarded as a sign of

political courage and a proof of commitment to a comprehensive and

peaceful solution. It is well known that Jerusalem has been the axis of

Jewish spiritual life for three millennia; it is also known that the

Palestinian national identity is concentrated in Jerusalem. So both

sides agreed to discuss an extremely sensitive and delicate issue,

overcoming enormous internal resistance in both camps, which seemed not

to leave any room for flexibility or concessions. There were fears that

the issue of the status of Jerusalem would eventually explode the

situation and nullify all previous agreements. The situation today is

indeed too dangerously close to the line, beyond which these pessimistic

visions may come true. We deeply mourn the tragic loss of lives from

both sides; there can be no justification or excuse for these

meaningless deaths. The Armenian Government is particularly worried by

the increasing involvement of children in the acts of violence, which

has already resulted in an unprecedented high number of killings and

injuries. We call upon both sides to take all necessary measures for

keeping children away from the areas of violence and for protecting them

from the horrors of warfare. We are hopeful, Mr. President, that the

political courage, wisdom and good will, which were repetitively

demonstrated during the past decade from both sides, will help them to

overcome the ongoing crisis. Today, as never before, the Middle East

needs the support of the international community. We would like in this

respect to commend Secretary-General Mr. Kofi Annan for his tireless

efforts to mediate a termination of hostilities and violence and to get

the peace process back on track. The United Nations bears unique

responsibility for the peace in the Middle East, and the activities of

the Secretary-General clearly indicate that this responsibility is not

neglected or underestimated. We also welcome the return of the Russian

Federation to the active and effective co-sponsorship of the peace

process. We believe that active Russian mediation will contribute to the

early resumption of negotiations and to the revival of the peace process.

Mr. President,

For the Armenian people the situation in the Middle East is not just

another news headline. Armenians have lived in the Holy Land since the

reign of Herod the Great of Judea, whose dynasty had established

matrimonial links to the royal family of Armenia. Following the adoption

of Christianity as the state religion of Armenia in 301, the Armenian

Patriarchate of Jerusalem was established to serve the religious and

national needs of the vast number of Armenian pilgrims, who have formed

a very large local Armenian community. This community continually exists

in the Holy Land from the fifth century A.D., concentrated in the

Armenian Quarter, one of the four historical quarters of the Old City of

Jerusalem. The Patriarchate is the oldest Armenian institution outside

Armenia, and the Armenians of Jerusalem form the oldest living community

in the Armenian Diaspora. Armenian religious and cultural life has been

flourishing in Jerusalem for centuries. The Patriarchate's treasures

include a renowned Seminary, a library, encompassing the second largest

collection of Armenian manuscripts in the world, and a museum, full of

priceless national relics. Armenian mosaics and inscriptions throughout

the Old City, including the oldest surviving inscription made in the

Armenian script on the mosaic floor of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,

bear testament to the continual Armenian presence in and around

Jerusalem since the fifth century. It is also for these reasons, Mr.

President, that we follow very closely and with great concern the

situation in the conflict area and remain vitally interested in peace

and stability in this part of the world.

Mr. President,

The Christian dimension of the question of Palestine as a whole, and

Jerusalem in particular, being primarily a religious issue, has recently

appeared also within the political framework. We find it appropriate to

refer here to the current status of the Christian Churches in the Holy

Land, known as "Status Quo of 1852", which guarantees their rights and

privileges, and also reflects the consensus within the major Christian

denominations on the issue of their presence and cooperative functioning

in the Holy Land. According to the Status Quo, the Roman Catholic, Greek

Orthodox and Armenian Apostolic Churches, through their Patriarchates in

Jerusalem, share equal custodial responsibilities over the Christian

Holy Sites. The Status Quo and its provisions were recognized and

respected by the Paris Peace Conference of 1856, the Congress of Berlin

of 1878, and the Treaty of Versailles of 1919, as well as by successive

administrations in the Holy Land, including Ottoman, British, Jordanian

and Israeli authorities. We welcome the fact that the leaders of the

three Churches have been regularly contacted by the high-ranking

officials from both sides and briefed about the results of their

negotiations. We hope that this practice will be continued in the

future. Although the Christian leaders of Jerusalem and the Churches

they represent, are not part of the dispute nor the negotiations, taking

into account their views and legitimate concerns will make the final

outcome of the negotiations more comprehensive and acceptable for all

concerned parties, and will reaffirm the significance of the Holy City

to the whole international community. The future status of the Armenian

Quarter was one of the issues in the recent deliberations about the

future of Jerusalem, with both sides wishing to see the Quarter under

their sovereignty. Without expressing any preferences to either side, we

find it necessary to remind that the Armenian and the Christian Quarters

of the Old City of Jerusalem are contiguous and inseparable entities,

firmly united by religion and history. Together they form what is known

as "Christian Jerusalem", spiritual homeland and focus of aspirations of

billions of believers worldwide. Forced separation of these two quarters

from each other would endanger the provisions of the Status Quo, adding

to the complexity of the situation.

Mr. President,

It is our hope that there is still a chance to resolve the Jerusalem

dilemma without divisions or partitions. As the international community

celebrates the advent of the third Millennium through the

"Bethlehem-2000" project with the hope that this will be a Millennium of

peace and good will, it seems unacceptable to erect new dividing walls

or to draw new coloured lines just 10 kilometers north of Bethlehem.

Mankind should be determined to leave the symbols of this kind behind.

In conclusion, I would like to use this opportunity to pay tribute to

the memory of Leah Rabin, who like her husband, Prime Minister Yitzhak

Rabin, was a devoted and dedicated warrior of peace.
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