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announced on Saturday it would expand the buffer zone
separating Israelis and Palestinians in Bethlehem as part
of the so-called "quiet mechanism" it set up to facilitate
negotiations. The expansion of the buffer zone comes
after Israeli security forces, on Friday, were forced to
back down and withdraw from the main entrance to the
Church of the Nativity of the Nativity, known to Christians
as the Church of the Nativity and to Muslims as the Bab
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al-Maqam, after Palestinians and Jewish ultra-orthodox
pilgrims clashed following an altercation at the entrance
to the Church. The Palestinian security forces have been
controlled during the last month by the Palestinian
Authority, which has been under international pressure
to maintain the status quo at the Church of the Nativity,
until and unless it genuinely becomes a bargaining chip
in talks with Israel to reach a final status agreement. The
Israeli police, however, have carried out an expansion of
the buffer zone, and have been stationed there until
Israel's High Court of Justice will rule on the legality of
the expansion. From Friday's Bethlehem incident until
the High Court's ruling, there was a legally recognized
buffer zone, but as of Saturday, the zone along the
Jordan River could be expanded. In a statement, the
Palestinian security forces said the expansion would be
conducted in a "non-violatory manner and by mutual
agreement." "This step aims to establish the legal
framework for the security presence in the city of
Bethlehem, in order to protect the life and property of
Palestinian citizens," it said. The expansion could serve
as one of two assurances to Israel that the Palestinian
Authority is being forthright and real about negotiations
by avoiding a major incident. The other assurance is that
negotiations won't resume while the buffer zone is in
place. On Friday, the high court ruled that the police
operation had been carried out without legal justification,
and that the police couldn't keep the expanded buffer
zone for another six months. The court only ruled on
Friday, leaving the police room to continue its expansion,
presumably to give them a month to
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