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Introduction

•	 Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
is visiting Germany, France and the UK 
this week. Netanyahu will arrive in London 
on Wednesday to hold talks with UK Prime 
Minister Theresa May and Foreign Secretary 
Boris Johnson, after meeting German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel and French 
President Emmanuel Macron on Monday and 
Tuesday. 

•	 These discussions will focus on Iran, with 
Netanyahu emphasising that he planned to 
“talk about two subjects – Iran and Iran. The 
first subject is the Iranian nuclear program 
and the second subject is stopping Iran’s 
entrenchment in Syria”. Speaking to the 
Israeli Cabinet on Sunday, Netanyahu said 
he would “reiterate an unchanging truth: 
Israel will not allow Iran to achieve nuclear 
weapons”. He also said: “I will also insist 
on a basic principle; Israel retains – and will 
continue to retain – freedom of action against 
the establishment of an Iranian military 
presence anywhere in Syria.”

•	 During his visit to the UK, Netanyahu will 
be pressed about Gaza and Israel’s military 
tactics along the border, where the UK has 
called for an independent investigation 
into Israeli actions in response to Hamas-
orchestrated riots and attempts to breach the 
Israeli border fence.

•	 The visit is yet another example of Israel’s 
strengthening ties with the UK, with bilateral 
relations growing stronger, especially in the 
area of trade, in the run up to Brexit.

This briefing examines the overall context of 
Netanyahu’s visit to the UK as well as the key 
arguments behind the issues to be discussed. 

UK-Israel relations in general

•	 Netanyahu last visited the UK to mark 
the centenary of the Balfour Declaration 
in November 2017. Both countries want 
to strengthen bilateral relations as the 
uncertainty over Brexit unfolds. UK-Israel 
trade reached a record $9.1bn in 2017, up 
from $7.2bn in 2016, and shows considerable 
scope for expansion. The UK Government 

has already identified Israel as a trade 
priority post-Brexit because of the potential 
synergies between Israel’s high levels of 
innovation and Britain’s strength in business 
growth and finance. 

•	 Close cooperationalready exists in a 
number of fields. As BICOM’s “Britain-
Israel after Brexit” research shows, there 
is close cooperation in cyber security, with 
government-to-government programmes 
in cyber-sharing and a £1.2m joint UK-
Israel investment in a new cyber security 
research programme. Israel and the UK 
also enjoy high levels of trade in technology 
and innovation, with 337 Israeli high-tech 
companies operating in the UK. Moreover, 
the UK and Israel share a broad strategic 
outlook about the Middle East,the importance 
of supporting Western-aligned Arab states 
and countering shared threats from anti-
Western extremism.

•	 Another key development in bilateral 
relations is the Royal visit to Israel. On 1 
March, Buckingham Palace announced that 
Prince William, the Duke of Cambridge, will 
embark on the first official visit to Israel and 
the West Bank by a member of the Royal 
Family. The visit, which is due to take place 
on 24 June, reaffirms the Government’s 
perception that Israel will become an 
increasingly important partner for the UK.

What’s on the agenda?

The future of the JCPOA nuclear agreement 

•	 Netanyahu will try and convince the UK 
to support US President Donald Trump in 
scrapping the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA) nuclear agreement with 
Iran. Netanyahu has been one of the most 
outspoken critics of the deal, specifically 
citing its “sunset” provisions and the 
continued development by Iran of long-range 
missiles. While Trump decided to remove the 
US from the agreement in May, Britain, along 
with the five other parties to the agreement, 
has stated its “continuing commitment” to 
the deal. Netanyahu is bringing some of 
the findings from Iranian nuclear archives 
captured by Israeli intelligence in January, 
with hopes that they will help persuade May 
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of Iran’s hostile intentions and the need to 
replace the JCPOA agreement with one that 
covers the issues that are missing. He will 
also reiterate his call for the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) to investigate 
Iran based on this new information 

•	 May will be sympathetic to Israeli concerns 
about Iranian nuclear intentions, but will repeat 
the UK’s commitment to the deal. While EU 
leaders have acknowledged that the JCPOA 
is “not perfect” and stated their willingness to 
negotiate a supplementary deal with Tehran 
covering its ballistic missile programme, 
interventions in the region and sunset clauses, 
they have been at pains to emphasise that 
they see the JCPOA agreement as the best 
guarantee against an Iran with nuclear 
weapons. In a joint statement shortly after the 
US withdrawal, Macron, Merkel and May said: 
“It is with regret and concern that we take note 
of President Trump’s decision to withdraw. 
Together, we emphasise our continuing 
commitment to the [deal]. This agreement 
remains important for our shared security.” 
In this context, there is little Netanyahu can 
say or do that will sway May in her position. 
Moreover, when Netanyahu first made the 
secret Iranian nuclear files public in early May, 
Johnson said the revelations were “another 
good reason for keeping the deal while building 
on it in order to take account of the legitimate 
concerns of the US and our other allies”. 

Iran in Syria

•	 Netanyahu will warn May about Iran’s 
increasing regional footprint and seek to 
gain support for the withdrawal of Iranian 
troops from all of Syria. Israel believes that 
Iran has used $25bn from the easing of 
sanctions, following the JCPOA, to advance 
its interests in Yemen, Lebanon and Syria, 
where it is ultimately seeking to increase the 
number of its militias to 80,000. Netanyahu 
has long identified Iran as Israel’s greatest 
threat and the Israeli political and security 
establishment fears that as the Syrian civil 
war winds down, Iran will use the territory as 
a base from which to threaten Israel.

•	 Netanyahu’s position on this issue will likely 
receive a warmer reception. May has already 
condemned the Iranian missile attack on 
Israeli positions in the Golan Heights this 

summer and reaffirmed Israel’s right to 
defend itself. However, she has stopped short 
of calling for Iranian troops to leave Syria, 
instead asking “Russia to use its influence 
in Syria to prevent further Iranian attacks”. 
Officials in Russia have recently hinted that 
there may soon be an agreement for Iran to 
move its forces away from the Golan, but 
Israel has demanded that all Iranian forces 
must leave Syria. While the UK may have 
little leverage over Iran (or Russia) on this 
issue, Netanyahu will hope for European 
diplomatic support in furthering Israel’s goal 
and to increase pressure on Iran to reign in 
its regional adventurism.

Hamas and Gaza

•	 Although not part of Netanyahu’s agenda for 
the visit, he will likely hear British concerns 
about the level of violence along the Gaza 
border and Israel’s use of live fire in mass 
Palestinian riots. Over 110 Palestinians 
have been killed since the end of March and 
the UK has called for Israel to show greater 
restraint in using deadly force.

•	 The UK called for an independent inquiry 
into the killings of 60 Palestinians at the 
border fence in Gaza on 14 May, which 
May described as “deeply troubling”. On 
Friday 1 June, the UK abstained from two 
separate UN Security Council votes relating 
to the violence, one from Kuwait the other 
from the US. UK Permanent Representative 
to the UN Ambassador Karen Pierce said 
the abstention from the US resolution was 
because it contained “elements that are 
either imbalanced or too vague to be viable”. 
Pierce also noted that “the Kuwaiti text fails 
to name terrorist actors including Hamas 
and Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ), and its 
suggestion of an international protection 
mechanism risks raising unrealistic 
expectations. We condemn Hamas, but at 
the same time, we regret that the American 
text does not adequately reference Israel’s 
responsibilities and obligations with regard 
to Gaza”. 

•	 Netanyahu will argue that the responsibility 
for Gaza’s humanitarian crisis lies primarily 
with Hamas, which has used 20 per cent 
of its budget for military purposes; the 
Palestinian Authority (PA), which placed 
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monetary sanctions on Gaza; and with 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad. Netanyahu will 
also point to a Hamas statement saying that 
at least 50 of the 62 killed on 14 May were 
members of the group, in order to argue that 
that the majority of those killed belong to 
terrorist organisations in Gaza. Netanyahu 
will also likely detail the 180 missiles fired 
at Israel last week as well as the numerous 
attempts by terrorist groups to infiltrate the 
border into Israel, rioters hurling firebombs, 
laying Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) 
and sending 600 kites carrying firebombs 
over the border to burn nearby Israeli 
farmland.

•	 Netanyahu will stress to May that all of 
Israel’s security concerns are underpinned 
by Iran, whether it be the Islamic Republic’s 
funding for Hamas and PIJ in Gaza, the 
military threat of their Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC) and Shia militias in 
Southern Syria or the destabilising effect of 
Iran’s nuclear programme.

•	 May and Netanyahu will most likely agree 
on the need to do more to alleviate the 
humanitarian crisis in Gaza, with the 
UK having taken an active role in finding 
solutions. In March the UK, along with its 
EU partners, committed £400m toward a 
project to improve the Gaza Strip’s drinking 
water during a meeting in Brussels. The 
UK also participated in a White House 
conference in March to discuss concrete 
proposals to the challenges Gaza currently 
faces. Moreover, last week UK Minister for 
the Middle East Alistair Burt announced a 
new £1.5m funding package of life-saving 
support to help treat patients in 11 hospitals 
and provide physical rehabilitation services 
for around 4,000 people in the Gaza Strip. 
Speaking from Gaza, Burt said: “We have 
been clear that a political settlement is 
the only way to ensure lasting peace for 
Palestinians and Israelis alike. All parties 
must redouble their political efforts and 
return to the negotiating table, not only to 
address the deteriorating conditions in Gaza, 
but to ensure tragedies of the past months 
are not repeated.” 

•	 Israel is also interested in alleviating the 
economic situation in Gaza and Netanyahu 
said yesterday that the Government was 

exploring various options to prevent a 
humanitarian collapse. In January, the 
Coordinator of Government Activities in 
the Territories (COGAT) presented a $1bn 
reconstruction plan to the 15-member Ad-
Hoc Liaison Committee of international 
donor countries, which included improving 
Gaza’s desalination plants ($710m), 
electricity lines ($36m), gas pipelines ($80m), 
and upgrading the Erez industrial park on 
the Israeli border.
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