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Focus

The Trump administration appears to
be easing away from longstanding
US support for Palestinian statehood

as the preferred outcome of Middle East
peace efforts, which may please some
allies of Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu in Israel. But the alternatives
are few, and each comes with daunting
and combustible complications, including
for Israel itself. The idea of two states in the
Holy Land - a Jewish Israel and an Arab
Palestine - rests on a particular logic: There
are two quite different peoples of roughly
equal size l iving between the
Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River;
each wants their own nation-state to con-
trol and dominate numerically; each has
shown tenacity toward this goal.

This would require Israel to let go of
most and maybe all of the territory it cap-
tured in the 1967 war, when it completed
its takeover of all the land that British colo-
nizers abandoned in 1948. That includes
the West Bank, where there are now
islands of Palestinian autonomy, scattered
Jewish settlements and overriding Israeli
military control;  the eastern part of
Jerusalem, which Israel has fully annexed
and populated with Jews; and the coastal
Gaza Strip, which was actually evacuated
in 2005 and is now controlled by the
Islamic militants of Hamas and blockaded
by Israel and Egypt.

Over the years many and probably most
Israelis have come around to the idea of a
partition largely because they want to be
considered a democracy and do not want
all the Palestinian future citizens that
would come along with the territory. For
almost two decades, US policy has been to
advocate a two-state solution. But over
two decades of peace talks have failed to
produce agreement on the details, and
many on both sides consider it impossible
without a major change in circumstances -
massive global pressure on Israel, more

upheaval in neighboring Arab countries,
perhaps tectonic shifts in the prevailing
world order.

Ahead of yesterday ’s White House
meeting between President Donald Trump
and Netanyahu, a senior US official sug-
gested a two-state solution was optional,
bringing condemnation from Palestinian
officials. But many of them have for years
been quietly preparing for an alternative
strategy of a single bi-national state in the
Holy Land. Here’s a look at that option, and
other scenarios that might arise:

One State
For years this was the goal of the

Palestine Liberation Organization, and for
many Palestinians it is indeed the pre-
ferred option: A single democratic state,
not defined as specifically Jewish or Arab,
in the area of British colonial Palestine.
Many prefer it anyway to the two-state
notion whereby even if Israel gives up all
the land it captured in 1967 it retains
almost 80 percent of Palestine. The prob-
lem is that almost no one in Israel is argu-
ing for the true extension of full rights to
Palestinians in the currently occupied ter-
ritories because even with Gaza excluded,
it would leave Arabs constituting close to
half the country’s population - and that is
clearly the end of the Zionist dream of a
Jewish state. 

This is why Israel has never annexed the
West Bank and why the more sophisticated
nationalists profess to support a partition,
albeit on terms the Palestinians have not
accepted and are not l ikely to.  I f  the
Palestinians formally drop the two-state
strategy and demand incorporation into
Israel it will put Israel in the awkward posi-
tion of refusing to annex territories where
it has been settling Jews for decades.
Down this path lie coercion efforts in the
form of international sanctions on Israel, or
Palestinian violence.

Interim Agreement
Many Israelis have concluded that a

final  peace agreement with the
Palestinians is simply not possible because
the Palestinians are asking for the moon
as a result of a feeling that they hold the
demographic cards. It is not just about ter-
ritory : The Palestinians stil l  in theory
demand a “right of return” to Israel proper
for millions of descendants of Palestinian
refugees living around the region and the
world, which the vast majority of Jewish
Israelis reject.

But perhaps a partial deal is possible
whereby the Palestinians would not have
to forego future claims but for now get
their state on, say, 80 percent of the West
Bank, with some sort of preferred access
or new regime in the Old City of
Jerusalem? Even the current nationalist
Netanyahu government would probably
accept such a thing, but the Palestinians
have ruled it out, fearing the temporary
would become permanent. To get them to
agree would require massive global and
Arab world pressure, and risks huge inter-
nal conflict among the Palestinians.

Jordanian Option
Jordan took over the West Bank and

east Jerusalem during the 1948-1949
Arab-Israel war that followed the British
pullout, lost the areas to Israel in 1967 and
then gave up all claims to them in favor of
the Palestinians in the 1980s. But Jordan is
a country with a majority Palestinian-
descended population, and some Israelis
still think that it can play a role in satisfy-
ing Palestinian national aspirations while
resuming control over only a part of the
West Bank.  But this would probably
require a collapse of Hashemite rule,
founded on Jordan’s Bedouin population,
and as such is anathema to the Jordanian
monarchy, which is beloved by many
Israelis for making peace with them in

1994. Adding to the diff iculties,  the
Palestinians reject it altogether as well.

Partial Unilateral Pullout
Under these vexing circumstances

many Israelis conclude no peace is possi-
ble, but they still want to be rid of the
Palestinian population of the West Bank.
In the mid-2000s the government of Ehud
Olmert planned a unilateral pullout from
most of the territory, to follow the 2005
withdrawal from Gaza. But those plans
were upended when Gaza was taken over
by Hamas militants and became a launch-
ing pad for rocket attacks on Israel, lead-
ing to several mini-wars.

Few want to see that scenario repeat-
ed with the West Bank, which is much
larger and closer to Israel’s main cities.
Now talk grows of a pullout of settlers
from some areas, to create a more con-
vincing reality of partition, while the mili-
tary stays for now, pending some future
arrangement. NATO? A global or Arab
peacekeeping force? Perpetual Israeli
control? No one can say.

Status Quo
When the best that can be hoped for is

the least bad option, the status quo looks
attractive to some. But Israel is constantly
changing the landscape by adding set-
tlers - already there are some 350,000
Israelis in the West Bank and a quarter
million in East Jerusalem. This arrange-
ment, brittle and loved by few, under-
mines Israel’s democratic credentials by
leaving millions of people without a vote
for the government that has ultimate con-
trol over their fate. The Palestinians do
not have a history of acquiescing for long:
There were multi-year uprisings in the
late 1980s and early 2000s and a spate of
violence in late 2015 and early 2016.
Down this path lies the very strong likeli-
hood of more. —AP

Few good alternatives to Palestinian state

The tigers that roam the dense forests of eastern India
have more clout than the people they live alongside,
tribal activists say, as a drive to boost lucrative wildlife

tourism trumps the rights of poor indigenous villagers. Tiger
and man both exist in dwindling numbers in Similipal forests,
with a race now on to see which mammal will win priority in
the place both call home. “Why are indigenous people being
asked outright to leave without even attempting to explore
reasonable options of co-existence with wildlife?” asked
Sanghamitra Dubey who works with an informal Indian advo-
cacy group for forestry rights.

Dubey said families had been stripped of their ancestral
lands to protect the shrinking tiger stock and traditional ways
of life - such as ancient rope plaiting - had been decimated.
India has about half the world’s estimated 3,200 tigers in
dozens of reserves established since the 1970s, with some of
the designated land shared with ancient tribal villagers.
Wildlife tourism is a growing money maker for India though
conservationists are divided as to whether travellers help pro-
tect threatened species or encroach on their habitat.

Notice to quit
Last November, hundreds of families from 44 tribal villages

were asked to leave their homes to ensure the security of a
local tiger habitat. The villages, spread over hills and valleys
around Odisha’s Similipal Tiger reserve, had secured rights to
the area - nearly 25,000 hectares of woodlands - just months
before. Under India’s Forest Rights Act of 2006, tribal house-
holds can harvest and use forest resources to maintain their
ancestral livelihoods. Anup Kumar Nayak, a senior forest officer
in Bhubaneswar, told the Thomson Reuters Foundation that
wildlife protection laws forbid humans from living within criti-
cal wildlife habitat or what is deemed the ‘core zone’ of a
national park. He said relocations are voluntary but a number
of villages around Similipal were in the ‘core’ habitat zone or so
close they were “as good as inside it” and would need to move.
“(Only) the buffer zone is for human-animal co-existence”
Nayak said. Yet activists say Indian wildlife protection laws stip-
ulate there must be scientific evidence that human activity is
irretrievably destroying tiger habitat before any relocations.

One-off payment
Villagers reported a visit in November by parks officials

who offered them a one-off payment to leave their homes
and lands under a plan to clear forest lands of human activity.
Tribandha Barja, a member of a 144-tribal household in
Khejuri village on the outskirts of the reserve, said most peo-
ple refused the payment. “(They told us) take one million
rupees ($14,960) keep it in the bank and live better with the
bank interest,” Barja told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Dubey, of advocacy group CFR, said 50 families in the neigh-
boring village of Kiajhari were also targeted for relocation. “It is
not even close to the core zone,” Dubey said. Official figures
show the tiger reserve covers about 2,750 sq km of dense forest
and rich, bio-diverse land and adjoining forest that is used by
other wildlife as a corridor. Authorities estimate that 10,000
people live within the park and in buffer-zone areas, while half a
million people in 1,200 villages live in a 10-km radius around
the park. Odisha’s 10-year tiger conservation plan suggests that
a population of 80 to 100 tigers need an inviolate space of
between 800 and 1,000 sq km. Nayak said the relocation pro-
gram follows this plan. However after 43 years as a protected
area, the official Odisha government tiger count last year found
just 26 Royal Bengal tigers in the Similipal reserve.

End of the rope
In the village of Jamunagarh, in the park’s ‘core’, just three

families of more than 35 families have decided to stay on and
continue to use the land they won in 2015. The others chose to
take the compensation and move away. Telenga Hasa, one of
the holdouts, told the Thomson Reuters Foundation that
neighboring families had been paid one million rupees
($14,960) via bank deposit in Sept 2015 - of which 30,000
rupees ($449) was paid in cash. All are still waiting to be allo-
cated the two acres of farmland they were promised. “Now
they have no forests, no farm land and no livelihood - how can
they live with dignity?” Hasa said, adding that another 25 fami-
lies who live in the hillside village of Bakua have decided to
stay on, too. Deepak Pani, a spokesman for the activist group
Gram Swaraj, says the Mankidia and Khadia - two nomadic for-
ager groups - are the worst affected. He said the Forest Rights
Act is supposed to protect their ancient cultural and livelihood
traditions, but had not been enforced. Arun Mankidia, whose
family live in Dengam village on the outskirts of the tiger
reserve, said his people have been forced to abandon their
ancient rope-making traditions. The rope, plaited from a sacred
grove creeper known as ‘siali’, which grows in abundance in the
park, is very strong and in high demand among farmers in
rural areas. Now, local families have been forced to buy plastic
potato sacks at three rupees ($0.04) each so they can painstak-
ingly unravel the strands and re-plait them into ropes, which
are sold for little more than their cost. —Reuters

Tiger trumps 

man in Indian 

tribal villages

Could anything be better than a winter
getaway to Cuba, complete with a stay
in one of the Caribbean island’s five-star

luxury hotels? Actually, yes, say many of the
tourists flocking to the Caribbean’s new “it”
destination, who complain the state-owned
hotel industry is underwhelming and over-
priced. Tourists have been flooding Cuba ever
since its historic rapprochement with the
United States was announced in Dec 2014.

A record four million visited the commu-
nist-ruled island - population 11 million - last
year, an increase of 13 percent from 2015.
That has sent prices soaring. But, in a coun-
try where limited supply and years of under-
investment are hallmarks of the hotel indus-
try, price doesn’t necessarily mean quality.
Jean Orsini, a French tourist, found his room
had a rust-stained shower, and spent so long
waiting for his dinner that he nearly gave up.
“At the travel agency in Marseille, they told
us they were sending us to the best hotel.
But you pay 175 euros a night, and you just
know it’s not worth the price,” said the 82-
year-old retiree.

Spanish tourist Pilar Esteras was appalled
by the staff’s nonchalance at her hotel. Maria
Teresa Gutierrez of Colombia had no running
water at times and found her $250 a night
room was less than clean. Yet all three tourists
stayed in four- and five-star hotels. Their expe-
riences are an indication of the industry’s
problems in Cuba, even though the state now
co-manages many hotels with foreign compa-
nies such as Accor of France, Iberostar of Spain
and Blue Diamond of Canada.

In fact, 17 private companies operate two-
thirds of the hotels in Cuba. But they have lit-
tle control over things like infrastructure
maintenance and the availability of good staff

in a country where hospitality training is
scarce and wages are meager - less than $30 a
month. Orsini said his Cuba trip reminded him
of traveling in the former Soviet Union in the
1960s. “You spent three hours waiting to eat,”
he said. “Since they were state restaurants, the
staff could have cared less.”

‘More expensive than Paris’ 
In one well-known four-star hotel in

Havana, the rate has risen from $110 a night
to $285 in less than two years. In another, the
price jumped from $90 to $202 in a year. But if
anything, surging demand has only stretched
the hotels’ staff and resources further. “Cuba
still hasn’t managed to match the internation-
al quality standards those prices imply,” said
Jose Luis Perello, an industry expert at the
University of Havana. “The value-for-money
issue... causes a lot of complaints,” said a
European hotel manager in Havana, speaking
on condition of anonymity.

Some are even more blunt. “Four-star
rooms (in Cuba) are equivalent to a barely
three-star hotel in Paris,” said Stephane Ferrux,
a Frenchman who runs a travel agency in
Havana. The tourism ministry and the army -
the sole owners of Cuba’s hotels - are aware of
the threat this perception poses. Tourism,
Cuba’s top industry, generated $2.8 billion in
revenue last year. But the sector faces tough
competition from other Caribbean destina-
tions such as the Bahamas and the Dominican
Republic, which have more experience cater-
ing to foreign clients’ expectations.

Earlier this year, Deputy Tourism Minister
Mayra Alvarez pledged to “work to improve
hotel infrastructure, raise facilities’ standards
and provide a well-trained workforce.” But she
announced no specific plans. —AFP

Five-star prices, without the service

From buses and trucks to a $500 mil-
lion golf resort, China is deepening
its business footprint in Cuba, help-

ing the fellow Communist-run state sur-
vive a crisis in oil-benefactor Venezuela
and insulate against a possible rollback of
US detente. Cuban imports from China
reached a record $1.9 billion in 2015,
nearly 60 percent above the annual aver-
age of the previous decade, and were at
$1.8 billion in 2016 as the flow of oil and
cash slowed from Venezuela due to eco-
nomic and political turmoil in the South
American country.

China’s growing presence gives its com-
panies a head start over US competitors in
Cuba’s opening market. It could leave the
island less exposed to the chance US
President Donald Trump will clamp down
on travel to Cuba and tighten trade restric-
tions loosened by his predecessor Barack
Obama. A deterioration in US-China rela-
tions under Trump could also lead Beijing
to dig in deeper in Cuba, some analysts say.

“If and when the Trump administration
increases pressure on China ... China may
decide to double down on its expanding
footprint in the United States’ neighbor-
hood,” said Ted Piccone, a Latin America
analyst at the Brookings Institution think
tank. China, the world’s second largest
economy, sells goods to Cuba on soft credit
terms. It is Cuba’s largest creditor and debt
is regularly restructured, though amounts
and terms are considered state secrets.

While Cuba does not publish invest-
ment data, the state press has been abuzz
with news of Chinese projects lately, cov-
ering infrastructure, telecoms, tourism
and electronics. Yutong buses, Sinotruk
trucks, YTO tractors, Geely cars, Haier
domestic appliances and other products
are prominent in Cuba, where the main
US products on display are cars dating
back to the 1950s, thanks to the ongoing
economic embargo.

Cubans flock every day to hundreds of
Huawei supplied Wi-Fi hot spots and the
firm is now helping to wire the first homes.
“Business is really booming, more than we
could have ever imagined,” said the man-
ager of a shipping company which brings
in Chinese machinery and transport equip-
ment and who asked not to be identified.
The foreign ministry in Beijing described
China and Cuba as “good comrades, broth-
ers, and partners,” and said the relations
“were not influenced by any third party,”
when asked whether US policy was
encouraging China to deepen its presence.

“We are happy to see that recently
countries around the world are all expand-
ing cooperation with Cuba. I think this
shows that all countries have consistent
expectations about Cuba’s vast potential
for development,” Chinese Foreign Ministry
spokesman Geng Shuang told reporters.
The US State Department and White House
did not immediately respond to requests
for comment. —Reuters

China piles into Cuba


