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What if Palestinians 
‘take the money run?’
By Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute

Iwasn’t at the “Peace to Prosperity” Summit, but I
listened to some of the speeches and read the doc-
uments the White House produced for the event.

Nothing that I saw or read changed my belief that the
entire affair was long on fantasy, short on reality. Even
with that, however, a heretical thought came to mind -
but more on that later.

Let me make it clear at the outset that I am a fan of
imagining the future. During the Clinton Administration
my mantra with regard to the Israeli-Palestinian
process was that what was needed was “a vision of the
future that was so compelling people would be drawn
to it.” Back then, there was still the hope that a political
solution could be found leading to an independent
Palestinian state in the territories that Israel had occu-
pied in 1967, with East Jerusalem as its capital.

It was such a vision that led Yasser Arafat to imagine,
that with independence, Gaza could become like
Singapore. With peace and freedom, Palestinians could
connect the West Bank to Gaza. They could build a sea-
port and airport, attract investment, start businesses and
become a commercial hub and a tourist destination. There
were other grand ideas. In fact, despite Jared Kushner’s
patronizing presumptuousness, nothing in his vision was
new, since Palestinians had already imagined such a future.

But all came crashing down to earth when Israel
implemented a closure of the borders after the an
Israeli massacred Muslim worshippers in Hebron;
erected hundreds of purely punitive checkpoints
throughout the West Bank; cut East Jerusalem off from
the rest of the occupied lands; built a wall inside of ‘67
line and established a network of military outposts and
settlements in the Jordan Valley, which denied
Palestinians full access to almost 25 percent of their
most fertile fields; intensified policies of collective pun-
ishment, repression, humiliation, and degradation of
millions of innocent civilians; denied Palestinians
access to over 80 percent of their land and natural
resources; blockaded and strangled Gaza; and began a
massive settlement expansion program that has seen
the number Israelis in the West Bank almost quadruple
to over 620,000 settlers.

OK, I know that Kushner warned in his speech that
there would be someone like me who would be Mr
Negativity - bringing up the old arguments of the past
and blaming Israel for everything. But it’s important to
point out that Kushner, while completely absolving the
Israelis, did his own share of blaming. Except, in his
case, all the blame was placed squarely on the
Palestinians’ shoulders - as if all of the Palestinian’s
problems were of their own making. I’ve been too
close to this situation for too long and while I can find
fault in the ossified and struggling Palestinian Authority
and the brutally stupid, self-defeating tactics employed
by Hamas, the flaws of the Palestinians are a function of
the impossible situation created by deformities result-
ing from Israel’s brutal and oppressive policies.
Blaming the Palestinians is nothing more than blaming
the victim while letting the victimizer go free.

The reality is that there is a reason why the
Palestinian economy never “took off” - Palestinians
were denied the opportunity to grow by the relentless
occupation that refused to cede control. Compounding
Kushner’s detachment from reality was his lack of self-
awareness regarding the impact of the policies pur-
sued by his own administration and the laughable
absurdity of his claim that he and President Trump
“haven’t given up on the Palestinians” and still care for
them! The Trump team has turned a blind eye to
Israel’s land seizures, settlement expansion, “legaliza-
tion” of outposts, and home demolitions. 

In addition to moving the US Embassy to East
Jerusalem, they have acquiesced to Israeli policies that
have consolidated control and expanded settler com-
pounds in East Jerusalem and are even now suggesting
that they would look favorably on further annexations
in other parts of the West Bank. And they have cut all
aid to Palestinian institutions, including hospitals and
schools. To now suggest that they want to “empower
Palestinians” through education and health care is
disingenuous, at best.   

With this in mind, as I listened to Kushner’s speech
and read through the plans, offended by their lack of
reality, patronizing tone, naivete, and refusal to
acknowledge how we got to where we are, a heretical
idea came to mind: imagine what might happen if
Palestinians were to take the money and run?

From its beginning, Israel mastered the art of dis-
sembling. They have repeatedly agreed to terms that
they had no intention of honoring. Instead, they pock-
eted their gains and moved on. In the beginning, they
agreed to a partition and then plotted how to ethnical-
ly cleanse the area to make their new state, in Ben
Gurion’s words, “larger and more Jewish”. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute

Nature, time, neglect and millions of footsteps have
taken their toll on the Great Wall of China leaving
much of it crumbling, but repairing it can be

painstaking - and controversial - work. After public outcry
when a 700-year-old section of the monument was ‘fixed’
by covering it with cement - authorities insisted on more
authentic restoration using traditional methods: so now
laborers, aided by mules, use reclaimed stones and mortar. 

“They are all the bricks that collapsed from the original
wall. The bricks are used to mend these places,” said Li
Jingdong, one of the workers restoring the Jiankou section.
Around him, laborers use an electric hoist to put a large
stone that had fallen from the wall back in place, while
mules traverse the steep mountainside bringing water and
lime mortar for workers to mix and bind the stones with.

It is physically demanding work - placing one rock can
take around 45 minutes and for their efforts, they are paid
150 yuan ($22) per day. The plan to use traditional meth-
ods was implemented earlier this year in a bid to preserve
the original look of China’s famous landmark, which is split
into sections that altogether stretch for thousands of kilo-
metres from China’s east coast to the edge of the Gobi

desert. Engineer Cheng Yongmao, who has led operations
in Jiankou for 15 years, said the latest restoration plan is
meant to make “people feel that it has not been repaired”.

Construction of the Great Wall first began in the third
century BC and continued for centuries. Nearly 6,300 km,
including the Jiankou section, were built in the Ming
Dynasty of 1368-1644.  Today it attracts around 10 million
tourists per year - but the swell of visitors, combined with
age and weathering, has left swathes of it in ruins. In places
it is so dilapidated that estimates of its total length vary
from 9,000 to 21,000 km, depending on whether missing
sections are included. To protect the relic, authorities in the
heavily-visited Badaling section of the wall decided to cap
visits to 65,000 people per day from June 1.

‘It will break’ 
In 2016, a section of the Great Wall in northeast Liaoning

province was covered in cement, turning the uneven path -
originally built in 1381 - into a flat surface which some com-
pared to an ordinary pavement. Images of the restoration
work went viral, causing a social media uproar, with people
leaving comments such as “it’s heartbreaking” and “poor

Great Wall”. In response to that and other less high-profile
cases, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism released a new
conservation plan earlier this year based on the principle of
minimum intervention to restore the wall.

Song Xinchao, deputy director of the National Cultural
Heritage Administration said some of those tasked with
preserving the wall have “stereotyped ideas” that every
portion should look like Beijing’s Badaling section, a heavi-
ly visited site that includes cable cars. “They confuse
restoration of the wall with the development of a tourist
attraction,” Xinchiao was quoted as saying the state-run
China Daily earlier this year. 

But on the ground, some workers view the new method
with skepticism. “In the past, we repaired the entire
ground. Now the idea is to repair less and keep more of
the original things intact,” said Li Jingdong. While the new
regulation will accomplish the goal of keeping the aesthet-
ic of the old wall, Li fears that such repairs will not last and
the structure will keep falling apart. He explained: “The
idea is right, but I personally think that it still looks tat-
tered after being repaired. Especially in the slopes, it will
break in less a year under the feet (of tourists).” — AFP 

The last time that cartographers
mapped Benin, Elvis Presley had
just released “Jailhouse Rock”,

the Soviets had launched Sputnik - and
the country was still a colony named
French Dahomey. Things in the West
African state have sure changed since
1957, and the old maps were left in the
dust as the population nearly quadru-
pled and cities and towns expanded
relentlessly. Today, though, map-makers
are proud to unveil a 21st-century digi-
tal chart that they hope will serve Benin
for many years, helping to guide devel-
opment and preserve its environment.

“It’s the first complete map of (post-
colonial) Benin, from the (Atlantic)
ocean in the south to the Niger river in
the north,” says Roch Bah, director of
the National Geographical Institute
(IGN) of Benin. “And we are the first
country in French-speaking Africa to
have one on the scale of 1:50,000,” Bah
adds, proudly. For more than two years,
two aircraft crisscrossed the skies to
take high-resolution aerial photographs.
With these, some 30 Beninese cartog-
raphers used digital technology to map
every waterway, road and building. 

But that was just the first step. Once
an area was digitalized, teams on the
ground had to trek through thousands
of towns and villages to check on
names, boundaries and the state of
roads. “We had the old maps,” said Cyril
Romieu, of Paris-based IGN FI, a geo-
graphic information company awarded
the tender in 2014 to carry out the map-
ping. “But names change when they’re
not written down. So we asked local
elected representatives and the popula-
tion. “As for boundaries - between the
villages - we drew those on the basis of
what people told us,” he said.

‘Obsolete, unusable’ 
The project arose from work to

safeguard trees around streams in
Benin where deforestation can lead to
flooding, pollution and greater poverty
for local communities, according to the
United Nations. The study was subse-
quently extended to the whole country
at a cost of 8.3 million euros ($9.3 mil-
lion), financed by the European Union
and the United Nations Development
Program (UNDP).

A comparison with French colonial
maps of the 1950s shows the extent to
which urbanization has taken hold in
Benin, a nation of about 11 million. The
capital, Porto Novo, has grown from a

settlement along the Oueme river into a
widely spread city. The map-making
process also revealed that there are
approximately 1,550 health centres,
8,500 schools, 9,025 water sources and
9,400 places of worship dotted across
the country. In mid-April, the new
National Map was presented to the
Beninese authorities, who started to
work with it at once. “The old one was
obsolete and unusable,” said Minister of
the Living Environment and Sustainable
Development Jose Tonato. “We are
already basing ourselves on the new
one, notably to pick the sites for the
implantation of future markets.”

Working with ‘a jewel’ 
The website of IGN-FI, which oper-

ates globally, says the new map will
provide crucial data for sustainable
development. Any urban planning proj-
ect - from infrastructure, transport,
tourism and power supply to the impact
on agriculture - depends on accurate
cartography and precise geographic
statistics, says IGN FI’s technical and
quality director Aurelie Milledrogues.
“Once you know your territory well,
you can properly think through changes
and control them,” she told AFP.

The map will likely prove to be a
precious tool in the struggles against
deforestation and the coastal erosion
that threatens Cotonou, the economic
capital, port and biggest city in Benin.
“We’re going to get to know better our
national spaces and to better plan our
projects,” said Aristide Adjademe,
director general of Water, Forests and
Hunting, for whom the map is “a jewel”.

Freely accessible? 
Some of the collated data has been

put on the Internet in French and
English. “Will we be able to have access
to the full map for free?” asked Sam
Agbadonou, president of the Open
Street Map Benin association. Several
technology startups have asked the same
question, in the hope of building the likes
of tourism apps, which would require
access to all the data. For now, the whole
National Map is only available on paper.
Geographer Vincent Orekan, a GPS
expert and associate professor at Benin’s
University of Abomey-Calavi who took
part in the mapping project, points out a
new social need born of the work. “In
Benin, we’re not used to reading maps,”
he said. “We need to raise awareness in
the public.” — AFP 

‘Wonder of
nature’: Serbia’s
expensive 
donkey cheese

White, dense and rich in flavor,
Serbia’s one-of-a-kind donkey
cheese is not only tasty but

good for your health, says maker Slobodan
Simic. There’s only one catch - at €1,000
($1,130) a kilo, it may well be the most
expensive cheese in the world. Since 2012,
Simic and his team of farmers have been
milking a herd of more than 200 donkeys
who live on a nature reserve northern
Serbia called Zasavica. Their milk has simi-
lar properties to breastmilk and is touted
by Simic as a cure for a range of ailments,
including asthma and bronchitis. “A human
baby can take this milk from the first day,
without having it diluted,” he says, calling it
a “wonder of nature”.

While a lack of scientific studies make
it difficult to assess its health properties,
the milk is high in protein and has been
recognized by the UN as a good alterna-

tive for those with allergies to cow’s milk.
But “what no one in the world does, and
could never make, is the donkey cheese,”
Simic says of his flagship product. Donkey
milk has low levels of casein - a type of
protein that acts as a binding agent in
cheese-making. 

But a staff member at Zasavica discov-
ered that portions of donkey milk could be
mixed with some from goats in order to
craft the crumbly mounds of cheese. The
mixture also helps make up for the fact
that donkeys produce less than a litre of
milk a day - a fraction of the 40 litres a
cow can provide. The farm sells between
six and 15 kilos of cheese a year, mainly to
foreigners and tourists who visit, says
Simic. They also produce donkey milk
soap and liquor.

For Simic, the business is also a way to
protect the Balkan donkey, an animal that
has become less prevalent as machines
take their place in agriculture. “We are
maintaining the need for this animal and
now there are more and more donkey
farms, the demand for donkeys is higher...
which is a very good thing for us and the
region,” he says. The unique product made
headlines in 2012 after false rumors spread
that Serbia’s tennis star Novak Djokovic
had bought up an annual supply - which
he denied. — AFP 

This picture taken on May 17, 2019 shows a worker inspecting a restored part of the Great Wall in Xiangshuihu in Huairou district on the outskirts of Beijing. — AFP 

Mules, tools, old bricks: Rebuilding the Great Wall

Donkey cheese is seen on a plate on June 19, 2019 in a nature reserve in
northern Serbia called Zasavica. — AFP 

Washington Watch

Benin leaps into 21st century 
with new national map


