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Israelis celebrate it, Palestinians despise it

Century-old Balfour declaration 
hardens Israeli-Palestinian rift

JERUSALEM: Israelis celebrate it. Palestinians despise it. The
Balfour Declaration, Britain’s promise to Zionists to create a
Jewish home in what is now Israel, turns 100 this week, with
events in Israel, the Palestinian territories and Britain drawing
attention to the now yellowing document tucked away in
London’s British Library. Historians still muse about Britain’s
motivations and its commitment to the declaration waned in
the decades after it was issued. Yet the 67 words penned by a
British Cabinet minister still resonate loudly 100 years later,
with both the Israelis and Palestinians seizing the anniversary
to reinforce its narrative and justify its positions.

Each side is marking the centenary in starkly different
ways, shining a light on the chasm between Israel and the
Palestinians that some say was cleaved on Nov 2, 1917.  “It’s
so divisive even today because Zionists think that the Balfour
Declaration laid the foundation stone for modern Israel - and
they’re right to think that -
and by the same token
non-Jewish Palestinians
and Arabs see it as the
foundation stone of their
dispossession and misery,”
said Jonathan Schneer, a
historian who authored a
book on the document.
“Everything stems from
the Balfour Declaration,”
he said.

The declaration was the
result of discussions
between British Zionist
leaders seeking political
recognition of their goals for Jewish statehood and British
politicians embroiled in the First World War. Written by
British Foreign Secretary Lord Arthur Balfour and addressed
to Lord Lionel Walter Rothschild, a British financier and
Zionist leader, the declaration promised British assistance to
create a Jewish homeland. 

“His Majesty’s government view with favor the establish-
ment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people,
and will use their best endeavors to facilitate the achieve-
ment of this object,” the declaration goes, continuing with a
caveat: “It being clearly understood that nothing shall be
done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of
existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine.” British
motives for issuing the declaration include imperialist politi-
cal calculations meant to secure a foothold in the eastern
Levant amid the collapse of the Ottoman Empire to the mes-
sianism of British politicians steeped in biblical history, hop-

ing to restore Jews to their ancestral home. The declaration
served as the basis for the British Mandate of Palestine,
which was approved in 1920 by the League of Nations, a
precursor to the United Nations. The following decades saw
a spike in the number of Jews immigrating to Palestine and
the buds of Zionist state institutions taking root. With that
came increased friction with the Arab population, setting the
stage for conflict that continues to this day.

That fraught history is being reflected today in how both
Israel and the Palestinians are using the declaration’s cente-
nary to enforce their stances. Israel views the pledge as the
first international recognition granted to the Jewish people’s
desire to return to its historic homeland. It sees Britain as hav-
ing played a supporting role in a narrative dominated by the
determination, heroism and pioneering spirit of the early set-
tlers who fought to build the state.

“While the state would
not have arisen without set-
tlement, sacrifice and a will-
ingness to fight for it, the
international impetus was,
undoubtedly, the Balfour
Declaration,” Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu said
this week. Israel is planning
a major campaign meant to
drive home that narrative
and zero in on its warm ties
with Britain, an important
ally when the European
Union has taken steps
against Israel’s West Bank

settlements in recent years. Netanyahu will travel to London,
where he will mark the anniversary on Thursday at a festive
dinner hosted by the current Lords Balfour and Rothschild and
attended by British Prime Minister Theresa May. 

An “anniversary concert” in London this weekend will fea-
ture British performers alongside a Jewish Israeli clarinetist
and a pianist who is an Arab citizen of Israel.  The anniversary
is being marked far more morosely by the Palestinians. They
see the declaration as the original sin, a harbinger of their
“nakba,” or catastrophe, the mass displacement that resulted
from the war surrounding Israel’s creation in 1948. That
refugee crisis reverberates across the region today, and the
Palestinians have cast Israel, through the declaration and its
imperialist British patrons, as a colonial enterprise.

The Palestinians, who have spent recent years seeking
recognition for their state at international institutions, are
demanding British accountability. They want an apology and

have threatened to sue Britain over the declaration. “We asked
them to make it right, to make this historical oppression right
by recognizing the state of Palestine and apologizing to the
Palestinian people,” said Palestinian Foreign Minister Riad
Malki. He said they have asked Britain to issue a new declara-
tion that would be more favorable to the Palestinians, a request
he said London rejected.

Protests are planned in the Palestinian territories, where
thousands of students will stand in their schoolyards on
Thursday demanding Britain dismiss the declaration, and in
Britain, where dozens of cars will be emblazoned with posters
condemning the declaration. In Jerusalem, thousands of letters
from Palestinian schoolchildren are to be delivered to the
British Consulate.  Britain, meanwhile, has treaded lightly, cast-
ing the anniversary as a commemoration and not a celebration.

“We will mark the centenary with pride and respect, but
also with a degree of sadness, as issues between Israel and the

Palestinians remain unresolved,” Middle East Minister Alistair
Burt said last week. By the 1930s, a new government in Britain
was backing away from its earlier promise to the Zionists, with
an official commission of inquiry deciding that Britain’s man-
date over Palestine, with its constant internecine violence,
proved untenable. The 1937 Peel Commission recommended
that the land be split between Arabs and Jews. 

Relations between the Jews in Mandatory Palestine and
Britain would further deteriorate before Israel declared inde-
pendence.  Israel would later capture more territory in the
1967 Mideast war, including east Jerusalem, the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip, land the Palestinians want for their hoped-
for state. The years since have been pockmarked by repeated
spasms of violence and hopes for peace dwindling.  “The
Balfour Declaration is being used by both sides to advance a
present agenda,” said Martin Kramer, a historian at
Jerusalem’s Shalem College.  —AP
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loudly 100 
years later BETHLEHEM: An actor dressed up as Queen Elizabeth and Palestinian children from the Al-Aida refugee

camp attend an event held by secretive British street artist Banksy to apologize for the 100th anniversary
of the Balfour Declaration. The queen revealed a plaque carved in stone saying ‘Er, Sorry,’ playing on the
common initials for Elizabeth Royal. —AFP

News in brief

Rare protests in Eritrea

JOHANNESBURG: At least six people have been killed in
rare protests in the capital of Eritrea, one of the world’s
most reclusive nations, an official with the largest Eritrean
opposition group said yesterday. Another roughly 50
people were injured in the protests in Asmara that began
on Monday and escalated on Tuesday, spokesman
Nasredin Ali with the Red Sea Afar Democratic
Organization said. The group is based in neighboring
Ethiopia. The US Embassy in Eritrea late Tuesday report-
ed gunfire “at several locations in Asmara due to protests”
and advised US citizens to avoid the downtown area. The
statement did not say why the protests occurred.
Nasredin said the demand by Eritrea’s government to
control a Muslim community school in Asmara led to the
clashes. 

Girls forced into sex

LONDON: At least 15 million teenage girls worldwide
have been forced into sex - often by partners, relatives or
friends - yet only one in 100 sought help, the United
Nations said yesterday. Cameroon had the highest rate of
sexual violence, with one in six teenage girls experiencing
forced sex, the UN’s children’s agency (UNICEF) said in a
report which examined data from more than 40 countries.
“This idea of women being at the disposal of men is a big
factor driving the experience of sexual violence of girls,”
report author Claudia Cappa told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. In the majority of cases, the abuser was
known to the victim with acts of sexual violence carried
out by husbands, boyfriends, family members, friends and
classmates. 

‘Young girl’ suicide bomber 

YAOUNDE: Five children were killed Tuesday night and
two others wounded by a suicide bomber described as a
“young girl” in a northern region of Cameroon plagued by
Boko Haram attacks, sources said yesterday. “A suicide
bomber blew herself up (on Tuesday) at around 7.45 pm”
in the village of Zamga, two kilometers from the Nigerian
border, said a security officer responsible for the zone,
reached from the capital Yaounde. “Five children were
killed and two others wounded,” he said on condition of
anonymity, adding that the suicide bomber was also killed
in the blast. The attack and the death toll were confirmed
to AFP by another security source. A group of children
was playing when “a young girl slipped in” among them,
triggering her explosive charge, the safety officer
explained.  

Islamist stabs policemen 

TUNIS: A hardline Islamist stabbed two Tunisian police-
men yesterday in front of parliament, gravely wounding
one of them, the interior ministry said. “A Salafist attacked
two policemen with a knife. One was struck on the fore-
head, and the other stabbed in the neck and is in intensive
care,” ministry spokesman Yasser Mesbah said. Outside
one of the entrances to parliament, bloodstains were visi-
ble at the site of the attack, which was cordoned off by
police. The ministry in a statement said that the assailant
was arrested and confessed to having adopted three
years ago an extremist line of thought that views mem-
bers of the security forces as “tyrants”. 

Rifts, recriminations 
among Catalonians 
BARCELONA: Catalonia’s secessionist politicians have admit-
ted that the region’s independence declaration failed and
recriminations have started to fly. Five days after the Catalan
parliament proclaimed a break away from Spain, the new
republic’s civil servants were working directly for the central
government which imposed direct rule without finding any
resistance, as had initially been feared.

Catalonia’s deposed, separatist leader Carles Puigdemont
had travelled to Brussels where he told independence support-
ers to prepare for “a long stretch” and said it would be better
to “slow down” the independence process rather than risk
unrest. He also accepted the “challenge” of Catalan elections
on December 21 as called by Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy to
“restore normality” after he imposed temporary direct rule on
the semi-autonomous region in a bid to stop secession.

‘Naivety’ 
“The independence movement hasn’t slowed down, it’s

stopped,” retorted a Spanish government source in Barcelona,
who refused to be named.  Santi Vila, who was Puigdemont’s
regional business minister until last week when he resigned
after the Catalan leader decided against calling snap elections-
an option some felt could have eased the crisis-accused his
former colleagues Tuesday of naivety. He said Catalonia hadn’t
been ready to function as an independent republic. “Where’s
the control over the territory, the control of ports, airports, the
management of transport?” he asked. “We lacked the neces-
sary political intelligence,” he admitted on Catalonia’s Rac1
radio, but denied having misled independence supporters. “But
it’s true that I have government colleagues who displayed a lev-
el of naivety that is surprising at their age.”

Separatist parties to stand
Vila put his name forward to lead his Catalan European

Democratic Party (PDeCAT) - also Puigdemont’s party-into

the elections. PDeCAT is part of the separatist coalition
that ruled Catalonia until the regional government was axed
by Madrid on Friday, along with leftist nationalist ERC,
whose leader Oriol Junqueras was vice-president and the
region’s economic czar. After having encouraged
Puigdemont to take the final step towards a unilateral dec-
laration of independence, ERC said it would take part in the
regional election. “We’re champions of democracy, no
democrat can compete with us,” Junqueras told Catalonia’s

TV3 television Monday.
For its part, the small far-left CUP party, an ally of

Puigdemont, asked for time Tuesday to “reflect on what
happened, because we’ve seen the limits of institutional
mechanisms.” The independence movement sought EU sup-
port after scenes of brutal police repression during an out-
lawed independence referendum on October 1 and the
detention of two high-profile separatist civil leaders sus-
pected of sedition-in vain. —AFP

BARCELONA: Catalan dismissed Interior chief Joaquim Forn (2nd left) arrives at El Prat airport in Barcelona after
flying from Brussel. —AFP 

Homeward bound? 
Europe mulls fate 
of militant families
PARIS: As the Islamic State group’s self-proclaimed
“caliphate” crumbles under an international military
pounding, Europe’s governments are grappling with a
shared problem: what to do with returning jihadists and
their families. Governments from London to Berlin have
made no secret of their reluctance to take back nationals
who went to fight in Iraq or Syria but now find them-
selves, as defeat nears, heading for home. The prospect of
taking back extremists poses obvious security risks on a
continent that has suffered a wave of jihadist attacks in
recent years. Yet the situation also raises ethical dilem-
mas-particularly whether to abandon European jihadist
wives to their fate, even if they have had a change of
heart, along with their children.

“Madam Chancellor, I want to come home with my
family, help us,” a woman identified as 31-year-old Nadja
Ramadan, from Frankfurt, pleads in a video addressed to
German leader Angela Merkel. “I’m not a terrorist,” she
insists in the video aired by Die Zeit newspaper, a baby in
her arms. Kurdish fighters detained Ramadan and her

three children in Raqa, the IS Syrian “capital” which was
recaptured this month by a US-backed alliance. So far,
Berlin has refused to assist her.

She is one of a growing number of Europeans issuing
pleas for help from their governments-either via the
media or through their families.  Last week, around 20
families wrote to French President Emmanuel Macron
urging him to bring their daughters home to face the
courts.  “It is difficult to accept that our daughters, who
did not fight, might be treated in the same way” as their
husbands, they wrote. They urged “France, a country of
human rights,” not to let the women face possible torture
or death in Syria or Iraq.

‘Kill them’
Of some 5,000 EU jihadists believed to have gone to

fight, around a third have already returned home, accord-
ing to The Soufan Center, a US-based NGO that conducts
research on global security. Some will have remained
committed to violent jihad, it warned, adding: “It is clear
that anyone who wishes to continue the fight will find a
way to do so.” So far, France, Germany and Britain have
tackled returnees on a case-by-case basis.  In Britain,
where some 425 have returned, the goal is to “put them in
court so they go to prison for a long time”, said top anti-
terrorism police officer Mark Rowley.

For those who cannot be put behind bars, he said,
authorities will have to lean on surveillance and other
“prevention measures” to keep the country safe.  But

some in Britain openly tout a tougher line. Junior foreign
minister Rory Stewart said last week that there was only
one way to neutralize British IS fighters. “These people
are a serious danger to us,” he told BBC radio.
“Unfortunately the only way of dealing with them will be,
in almost every case, to kill them.” Defense Minister
Michael Fallon also said Britons fighting with IS were “a
legitimate target”, following reports that Sally Jones, a
Muslim convert nicknamed the “White Widow”, had been
killed in a military strike.

Children as a threat
Raphaello Pantucci, International Security Studies

director at the British think tank RUSI, said governments
“haven’t been rushing” to claim responsibility for nation-
als captured by Kurdish fighters in Raqa and beyond.
Although fighters and their wives in most cases ended up
in the warzone by choice, “we do have a duty of care to
our citizens”, he said. “If they are showing up and we are
able to put them through due process, that’s what we
should be doing.”

The children of European jihadists can hardly be
blamed for their parents’ decisions and beliefs, he added.
But in Germany at least, even these youngsters are being
regarded as a security threat. “We consider the return to
Germany of jihadists’ children, indoctrinated in a warzone,
to be dangerous,” German intelligence chief Hans-Georg
Massen warned this month. “This could allow a new gen-
eration of jihadists to be raised here.” —AFP


