
SALFIT, West Bank:  Fuad Maraita wakes up at
3:30 am in his hometown of Salfit in the Israeli-
occupied West Bank lies in darkness. He drinks
coffee, slings a bag with his lunch over his
shoulder, gets on a minibus and starts the gru-
eling journey to his job laying tiles at a con-
struction site near Tel Aviv. Maraita, 62, is
among tens of thousands of Palestinians who
make the trek to Israel every day. Fifty years
after Israel captured the West Bank, the Gaza
Strip and east Jerusalem, this army of laborers is
one of the most visible signs of the occupation.

Israeli  control  has held back the
Palestinian economy, making decent-paying
jobs in the territories scarce. Stripped of
choices, Palestinians work in Israel, where
their average pay is the minimum wage- still
more than double what they would earn at
home. They build homes, fix cars and serve
food. Laying tiles in Israel has become a
Maraita family tradition, passed down from
Maraita’s late father to him, his four brothers,
and one of his sons. Salfit is just 30 miles from
Tel Aviv, but Israeli travel restrictions keep
him on the road for almost as much time
each day as he spends working.

Maraita believes the occupation won’t end
anytime soon. “They (the Israelis) are not
going anywhere,” he said. This is part of a
series of stories marking the 50 years since
Israel took over the West Bank, Gaza Strip and
east Jerusalem in 1967. Some 125,000
Palestinians now work in Israel and in Jewish
settlements in the West Bank. At peak times, a
third of the West Bank’s workforce was
employed in Israel, whose high-tech-driven
economy is about 15 times larger than the
Palestinian one.

This lopsided relationship will loom large if
President Donald Trump restarts Israeli-

Palestinian peace talks. The US administration
believes strengthening the Palestinian econo-
my would support future talks, but Israelis
and Palestinians have different views of what
that means. Palestinians say Israel must cut
shackles now, rather than linking economic
change to an elusive peace deal. They say it’s
the only way to grow a sluggish economy
held back by Israeli restrictions, including on
Palestinian development in large parts of the
West Bank where Jewish settlements are
allowed to flourish.

Competitive trading 
“Our economic problems can’t wait,” said

senior Palestinian economist Mohammed
Mustafa who discussed such demands with
the Trump administration. Israel has proposed
improvements of the current system, such as
trying to reduce bottlenecks at Israeli-run
crossings that Palestinians say prevent them
from trading competitively. Michael Oren, the
Israeli government official who raised such
ideas in Washington, said fundamental
change has to wait for peace talks. In the
meantime, Palestinians should keep working
in Israel, he said. “If there is stability, there is
less terror. If there is less terror, this gives us,
the diplomats, more space to negotiate.”

Shortly after 5 am, Maraita reaches a cross-
ing through Israel’s West Bank separation bar-
rier. Hundreds of laborers make their way
through a maze of rails, turnstiles and a metal
detector.  They place their bags on an airport-
style X-ray conveyor belt and press ID cards
on a scanner. It’s a Thursday, turnout is rela-
tively light and Maraita gets through in 10
minutes. At the start of the work week, it can
take much longer, he said. At first, there were
no barriers. With the outbreak of Palestinian

unrest in the late 1980s, Israel began impos-
ing security closures and a permit regime.

After a second Palestinian uprising in
2000, Israel built the barrier to channels
Palestinian traffic into Israel through cross-
ings to detect potential Palestinian attackers.
Palestinians say the barrier is also a land grab
because for long stretches it runs in the West
Bank, not on the pre-1967 frontier, slicing off
about 10 percent of the land. Palestinians
from Gaza have been banned from work in
Israel since the 2007 takeover of Gaza by the
Islamic militant Hamas.

After emerging from the crossing, Maraita
boards another bus, sitting behind his broth-
er Ahed, 52. Some Israelis are pleasant, oth-
ers racist, said Ahed, a tiler. “You have to
endure it,” he said. At 6 am, the bus arrives at
a coffee shop in the Tel Aviv area. Maraita
chats with other customers as he waits for
his employer. One of the regulars, Israeli con-
tractor Ariel Schneider, believes Palestinians
don’t need a state.

“We need to make sure they (Palestinians)
have work and everything will be fine,” he said.
At 6:15 am, Maraita’s employer picks him up.
By the time Maraita gets to his job site, he will
have traveled three hours. An interim econom-
ic agreement of the mid-1990s has turned
bad, Palestinians say. Their economy contract-
ed or stagnated as a result of conflict-related
Israel closures. In the West Bank, youth unem-
ployment reached 40 percent, and the figure
for all ages is 18 percent.

Foreign aid 
Palestinians say that if left to their own

devices, they could create jobs and wean
themselves off hundreds of millions of dollars a
year in foreign aid. The Palestinian economy

could grow by a third if they could access
resources in so-called Area C, according to the
World Bank. Some in Israel’s government seek
to annex Area C, and the government has
accelerated settlement construction there.

Oren said the fate of Area C has to be
decided in negotiations. In the meantime,
Palestinians need to make their economy
more competitive through technological
advances, he said. Gaza, home to 2 million

Palestinians, is even worse off. The border
blockade has prevented most exports.
Unemployment has reached 42 percent.
Among the young it’s 60 percent. A Rand Corp.
study said both sides would gain tens of bil-
lions of dollars from a peace deal.  Even now,
Israel’s gains from the occupation, such as
cheap labor, are outweighed by lost opportu-
nities, such as exports to the Arab world, some
economists said. — AFP 
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BANGALORE: An Indian laborer works at a brick manufacturing factory situated on the outskirts of Bangalore. — AFP 

Israel still throttling Palestinian economy
50 years on, decent-paying jobs remain territories scarce 

WASHINGTON: Even members of his own party were quick
to declare President Donald Trump’s budget plan dead on
arrival in Congress last month. And in fact, lawmakers are
facing a burst of overdue budget-related work this sum-
mer. Most of what’s on the budget agenda probably won’t
bear much resemblance to Trump’s spending plan, which
promised deep spending cuts on domestic programs, rapid
economic growth, and a balanced federal ledger in a
decade. Instead, they’re confronting an increase in the gov-
ernment’s borrowing cap, serious problems in advancing
annual spending bills, and a smaller set of curbs on domes-
tic benefit programs. A look at what’s ahead:

Debt dilemma
Atop the absolute must-do list is raising that borrowing

cap, or debt limit. Doing so would avert a disastrous, first-
ever default on US obligations. Treasury Secretary Steven
Mnuchin says Congress should vote to raise the debt limit
before leaving Washington for its traditional August recess.
Lawmakers once thought they had until the fall to act.

It would be the first increase of Trump’s presidency, and
responsibility for passing it falls chiefly upon the
Republicans who control Congress. Some conservatives,
including White House budget director Mick Mulvaney and
the hard-right House Freedom Caucus, want difficult
spending cuts paired with the higher cap. If those efforts
fail, it’s commonly assumed that GOP leaders would have
to enlist support from Democrats to pass the legislation.

Republicans secured sweeping spending cuts as the

price for a 2011 debt deal with President Barack Obama.
But Obama prevailed in demands for a “clean” debt
increase in later rounds, most recently in late 2015. House
Democratic leader Nancy Pelosi and other top Democrats
say they won’t go along with a debt bill if Republicans
press ahead with deficit-financed tax cuts for the wealthy.
Mnuchin is using a set of accounting maneuvers to keep
the government solvent for now.

Spending deadlock
Congress is way behind on the 12 annual spending bills

covering the Pentagon and other federal agencies for the
upcoming 2018 budget year. Work on those measures,
totaling more than $1.1 trillion, was supposed to begin last
month, but Republicans have yet to even unite behind a
plan of attack - much less execute it.

GOP leaders and the White House must sort through the
demands of numerous competing factions, including
defense hawks, defenders of domestic spending, and tea
party lawmakers. At the same time, they must deal with
Democrats, who retain great leverage because their sup-
port is needed to advance the legislation. 

Trump and his allies generally agree on a big increase
for the military, but disagree on corresponding cuts to
domestic programs and foreign aid. Democrats are
opposed to Trump’s cuts - such as those aimed at the
Environmental Protection Agency, foreign aid, grants for
first responders, economic development and others - and
are pressing for domestic increases. — AP 

BARCELONA: The battle is on in Barcelona, Spain’s
popular Mediterranean city where two airlines have
started competing for passengers in the emerging
trend of low-cost, long-haul flights. The first flight
operated by Level-a new carrier created by IAG, the
parent company of British Airways and Spain’s Iberia-
took off Thursday from El Prat airport for Los Angeles.
The airline also flies to San Francisco, Buenos Aires
and Punta Cana in the Dominican Republic.

Meanwhile Norwegian, a pioneer in cheap long-
distance flights, begins Monday flights to New York,
Los Angeles, Miami and San Francisco. The airline will
make Barcelona its fifth hub for such flights after
London, Paris, Bangkok and Amsterdam. Altogether,
22 low-cost transatlantic flights will take off every
week from Barcelona, breaking into a market that
until recently was the preserve of traditional major
airlines. But with the emergence of a new and more
fuel-efficient generation of aircraft and the collapse
of oil prices, low cost carriers such as Norwegian and
French Blue are increasingly operating transatlantic
fl ights from European airpor ts such as Paris or
London.

‘Well placed to work’ 
Barcelona, a huge tourist magnet, is well placed to

ride on this new wave, given that it is Europe’s num-
ber one hub for low-cost flights according to air trav-

el data company OAG. While it is still behind Madrid,
the airport has seen passenger numbers leap 60 per-
cent between 2009 and 2016. But until now, the
flights that took off from Barcelona were almost sole-
ly short- or medium-haul.

“There was an anomaly in the market: Barcelona is
a city with huge international profile... but long-dis-
tance flights weren’t up to the task,” said a spokesman
for Norwegian, adding the company saw “a market
opportunity” to develop cheap long-haul flights.
John Grant, an OAG analyst, said Barcelona-a draw for
tourists, including from cruise ships-was “well placed
to work”. “A large local market, inbound demand and
low-cost airlines that will encourage passengers to
connect through the airport will all support those
low-cost long-haul services.”

Level, for instance, “will take advantage of the fact
that Vueling (the low-cost airline that is in the same
IAG group) is very present on the market,” said
Phil ippe Berland, a transpor t consultant at Sia
Partners. So passengers will for instance be able to
board a Vueling flight from London to Barcelona,
where they can change and take Level to the United
States. Grant added that “geographically, Barcelona is
very well located to serve connecting markets from
perhaps Asia to Latin America, although these are in
many cases currently quite small but will grow quick-
ly with low-cost airlines present.” — AFP 
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debt limit, pass spending bills
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low-cost, long-haul flights

WEST BANK: In this March 9, 2017 photo, Palestinian laborer Fuad Maraita arrives
at a checkpoint near the West Bank village of Nilin. — AP 


