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H 

as racism become a new 
acceptable trend in Is-
rael? Such fears intensi-
fied among Arab Israe-
lis as, on Election Day, 

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Ne-
tanyahu urged Jewish voters to go 
to the polls to counter “Arabs voting 
in droves”.

The campaigning Israeli prime 
minister had, a few days earlier, 
confirmed there would not be any 
Palestinian state under his watch, 
a highly sensitive issue among Arab 
Israelis who are after all Palestin-
ians, the descendents of those who 
remained on their land in 1948.

Arab Israeli Knesset Member 
Ahmad Tibi did not mince words 
when he told The Arab Weekly that 
“racism in Israel has raised its head 
and is becoming a central trend”.

Tibi noted that the Arab parties’ 
Joint List won 13 seats in the Knes-
set but “the landslide victory of 
the right is making it very difficult 
and challenges are bigger”, add-
ing that Arab Israelis will be faced 
with a tough job in “confronting the 
spread of racism” against them.

One looming challenge might be 
a controversial Jewish Nation state 
bill approved a few months ago by 
the outgoing Netanyahu cabinet. 

This law, if adopted, would en-
shrine long-established discrimina-
tion against Israeli Arabs in Israel’s 
basic law, which is the country’s de 
facto constitution. The draft law 
was put aside ahead of the March 
17th general elections.

Should Netanyahu’s next gov-
ernment decide to submit the law 
again, it will pass, considering the 
makeup of the new Israeli parlia-
ment. Israeli Arabs — about 1.7 mil-
lion people in Israel’s overall popu-
lation of 8 million — will then be 
formally deprived of any national 
rights.

The new basic law would assert 
that the right to express national 
determination within the state of 
Israel is exclusively reserved to the 
Jewish people. The “Jewishness” of 
the state will take precedence over 
its “democratic” character. The Is-
raeli prime minister went as far a 
few months ago as to clarify that 
only Jews will have the right to a 
flag and an anthem. He added that 
only Jews will have the right to im-
migrate to the country.

As for the Arab Israelis who are 
being accused of “creating a state 
within a state,” they will have in-
dividual rights and will be treated 
“equally” — whatever that means.

Israeli Arabs are no strangers to 
the land once called Palestine. They 
are the Palestinians who struggled 
to stay on their land when Israel 
was established in 1948 while hun-
dreds of thousands of others were 
forcibly expelled from their homes 
and sought refuge in the West Bank 
and Gaza or in neighbouring coun-
tries.

The Palestinian Arabs of Israel 

and their descendents are a nation-
al non-immigrant minority living in 
their historical homeland. They be-
came — because of massive Jewish 
immigration — an involuntary mi-
nority. The majority of them (82%) 
is Muslim, 9.5% are Christian and 
8.5% Druze.

In theory, Israel’s Declaration of 
Independence gave equal rights to 
the country’s minorities, including 
Israeli Arabs, but in practice it has 
been quite different.

Arab Israelis, though granted Is-
raeli citizenship, lived until 1966 
under military administration. 
Most of their lands were expropri-
ated by the state “for development 
reasons” and, to this day.

The Jewish National Fund, a 
quasi-state body, wields decisive 
influence over land policies in the 
country and is widely reported to 
discriminate against Arabs. Apart 
from Bedouin townships, no new 
Arab village, town or city has been 
built while 600 Jewish municipali-
ties have been established since 
1948. The lack of access to land 
prevents Arab communities from 
expanding and from raising their 
revenues.

Discrimination is particularly ob-
vious in education, social services, 
infrastructure and employment op-
portunities. Moreover, Arab Israelis 
are exempt from military service 
and therefore cannot apply to many 
jobs because of the military service 
criterion — even when no military 
experience is needed. They are 
largely under-represented in the 
civil service, which is Israel’s larg-
est employer. As a result, poverty is 
widespread with more than 50% of 
Arab families in Israel living below 
the poverty line.

The victory of the right in Israel’s 
general elections makes it very dif-

ficult for Arab Israeli members of 
the Knesset to confront further dis-
criminatory policies. Arab parties 
carry little weight in Israeli politics.

Furthermore, they must face an 
internal challenge and remain uni-
fied. They ran on a joint list in the 
last elections for the sole purpose 
of circumventing the new four-
seat threshold to enter the Knesset. 

It remains to be seen if this unity 
between secular, leftist or Islamist 
parties will last. The silver lining 
lies though in the high Arab Israeli 
turnout, which rose from 59% in 
2013 to 66% in this latest election.

Dominique Roch is a regular ana-
lyst and special correspondent for 
The Arab Weekly.
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The jury is still out on joint Jordanian-Israeli ventures

Amman

I
n 1996, the United States es-
tablished several Qualifying In-
dustrial Zones (QIZs) in Jordan 
and Egypt, seeking to reward 
the countries for being the only 

Arab states to have signed peace 
treaties with Israel.

The idea behind the QIZs is to 
have labour-intensive products 
manufactured for tax-free export 
to the United States. That was done 
under the condition in Jordan that 
8% — with the percentage a bit high-
er for Egypt-made products — of the 
product material input come from 
Israel.

In November 1997, The Irbid 
Qualifying Industrial Zone, Jordan’s 
first QIZ, was created.

QIZ legislation authorised the US 
president to proclaim the elimina-
tion of duties on articles produced 
in the West Bank, Gaza Strip and 
QIZs in Jordan and Egypt.

This US initiative envisaged the 
normalisation of Arab countries’ 
relations with Israel by setting up 
a single economic zone stretching 
across the Middle East. The United 
States widely promoted the QIZ as 
a step to bolster Arab-Israeli peace-
making.

The incentive to agree to this ar-
rangement was regarded by the 
Jordanians as an opportunity to cre-
ate jobs. In reality, the majority of 
workers in the QIZ are Asian work-
ers, mainly from China, Sri Lanka, 
Pakistan and Bangladesh.

Among the local workers, half 
come from Palestinian refugee 

camps near the QIZs and find them-
selves, paradoxically, tied into an 
economic agreement that normal-
ises the very relationship that seg-
regates them from their homeland.

Although the QIZs significantly 
increased Jordan’s exports to the 
United States, their effect on the 
economy and creating quality jobs 

was low, experts said.
Of the total 45,000 jobs created 

by the country’s six QIZs, only 25% 
were taken by Jordanians and they 
receive an average of $210 a month, 
which is less than the minimum 
wage of $270, Ahmad Awad, direc-
tor of the Phenix Centre, which 
specialises in labour studies and 
research, said in an interview with 
The Arab Weekly.

“The jobs created by the QIZs do 
not follow the internationally rec-
ognised decent work standards,” 
Awad said.

“The bad working conditions at 
many of the factories reflect a bad 
image of Jordan and they were used 
as an excuse to accuse Jordan of hu-
man trafficking.”

According to experts, more than 
95% of factories in the QIZs are 
working in the textile and garment 
field, which they said did not trans-
fer know-how to Jordan.

“The apparel sector does not need 
much innovation. With the over-
whelming majority of the QIZs fac-
tories being in this business, there is 
no actual added-value to the king-
dom and the Jordanian economy,” 
Awad said.

Economist Husam Ayesh agreed, 
saying, although QIZ exports stand 
at about $1.4 billion annually, less 

than 15% of the volume goes to the 
local economy in terms of collabo-
ration with local companies or local 
production input.

“It is good that the QIZs employ 
some 10,000 Jordanians and have 
increased exports, but if QIZs con-
tinue to work without being de-
veloped or towards attracting high 
added-value industries, they will 
eventually fail and lose attractive-
ness,” he told The Arab Weekly.

The US-Jordan Free Trade Agree-
ment (FTA), the first with an Arab 
country, was signed into law on Oc-
tober 24, 2000, phasing out tariffs 
on the majority of apparel, textile 
made-up goods, footwear and trav-
el goods in stages. Under the QIZ 
initiative, these goods enjoyed im-
mediate elimination of tariffs and 
quotas and required a lower level 
of Jordanian inputs. Thus for some 
high-tariff goods, QIZ-produced 
products enjoyed a comparative 
advantage until January 1, 2010, 
when the US-Jordan FTA came into 
full force, changing the face of QIZs 
forever.

Today, wanting to get away from 
the political and social problems 
of dealing with Israel, experts and 
investors said some 70-80% of fac-
tories at the QIZs have stopped us-
ing the QIZ agreement. Instead, 
they follow the FTA with the United 
States, which went into full imple-
mentation a few years ago. That 
gives all industries free access to the 
US market without having to import 
anything from Israel.

Raied T. Shuqum is based in Jor-
dan, where he has been covering 
business issues for eight years.
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The situation of Arab 
Israelis has 
dramatically 
worsened with the 
arrival in 2009 of the 
government 
coalition of 
Netanyahu and 
Avigdor Lieberman


