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The Well Being of the Palestinians is in the Interest of Israel and its Neighbors








Would it not be to Israel's advantage, and would not the people of Egypt and Jordan greatly prefer living next to a country, a prosperous Palestinian state, where people enjoyed a reasonable standard of living, where fathers had jobs, where industrial plants could be built, where goods could cross borders and get to market? Should not education and opportunity be available for all its people, and health services be up to current and available standards for its citizens?





Sadly, this is not the current reality. The Palestinians today face a sixty percent unemployment rate, not the four or five percent of a healthy economy, or even the eleven percent rate seen a year or two ago. Can any nation or people long survive such a situation? Certainly the people of Israel, Egypt or Jordan cannot be comfortable, or feel secure, with a people just across the border living in such deplorable conditions. What kind of society can one expect, what sense of optimism can one expect, with sixty percent unemployment? 





How accurate are these figures? Close enough to reality to reflect the current state of despair. Europe was seen in difficulty when its unemployment approached ten percent. America shows serious concern when its unemployment hits six percent. 





What consequences might we expect under such a situation? Exactly what I predicted ten years ago: Economic deprivation, lack of opportunity and an absence of leadership able to lead them out of this morass have resulted in a state of desperation and a course of action leading to conditions just short of open warfare. The Palestinians are a people with nothing to lose. Such conditions hardly provide a foundation for peace.


 


Stability will only come to the region if the current economic conditions are improved. We must open the borders to trade and employment, which will result in investments leading to more employment. Palestinians should be able to trade with Egypt, Jordan, Israel and the rest of the world. Goods must be free to cross borders without restrictions.





For me, this is more than a theoretical argument. My own efforts to spur Mideast peace through economic development go back to at least 1994 when I was asked by Israel to 
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help spur Palestinian investment. These efforts include sponsoring an industrial college in Gaza, a trading center in Ramallah, and an olive oil packaging plant in the West Bank. 





These efforts continue. 





As I testified before a Subcommittee of the U.S. Senate on July 13, 1995, I long ago came to the conclusion that the critical element essential to achieve peace in the Middle East was the economic well being and dignity of the Palestinian people. I saw this approach as being in the interest of Israel and the Jewish people, and I've so argued both to Jewish audiences and to the Jewish and Israeli press.





This message is at last being accepted. Jonathan Strum, an international trade attorney and Georgetown University professor specializing in Israeli law who has acknowledged my efforts agrees that "Israel has some responsibility for the economic well-being of Palestinians and the economic well being of Palestinians is in the security interest of Israel." (Washington Jewish Week, 19 April, 2001)





Secretary of State Colin Powell's linkage of the unprecedented devastation of the Palestinian economy to the increase in Palestinian violence was a new voice echoing a long-standing claim: One can't nurture peace in fallow ground.





“If people are not able to get to their jobs, they become more frustrated,” said Powell, who flinched recently when he saw tanks blocking roads from Israel into the West Bank. “Frustration leads to anger, and then anger to violence”.  





Security considerations do not justify economic strangulation. As I argued in the Israeli newspaper, Ha'aretz, “The Palestinians are the source of the legitimacy of the continuation of the conflict, but they are the weakest of all our adversaries. As a military threat they are ludicrous. They pose no military threat of any kind to Israel”.  In some cases, police action and riot control are appropriate.





I've long argued that the free passage of goods, open markets, investments and a reliable American commitment will produce prosperity and peace in the region. Despite years of lost opportunity, these basic elements remain valid.
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Clearly the most productive route, which today is now universally accepted as most likely to raise standards of living and to provide jobs, is the development of the private sector. The United States certainly has the greatest expertise in this area. This is a contribution we could and should make. 





What, then do the Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank need in regard to the development of a private sector? Clearly poor people selling to poor people will not raise the standard of living. Therefore, there must be production for an export market. I





Investments must be aimed at production of products for which there will be export markets. These markets must include the most developed economy of the region, which is Israel.





Neither Israel nor Palestine is an “entity” which will soon disappear. Their destinies are now joined. A stable and prosperous Palestine is in Israel's interest, and that of its neighbors. Restrictions on trade and economic development put everything at risk.





					


								 





