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Amman

J 

ordan and Israel are on 
schedule with plans to trans-
form a joint industrial zone 
in the kingdom into a re-
gional logistics hub that uses 

Israel’s Mediterranean port of Haifa 
for all trade activity.

Publicly, the plan is hushed and 
some government officials deny it 
to defuse negative public reaction 
over doing business with Israel. 
However, it is too significant for 
Jordan and could prove to be lucra-
tive in the long run.

The idea is to turn the Jordan 
Gateway Industrial Park and Private 
Free Zone (JGIP), which operates as 
a free-trade zone since its founding 
in 2002, into a regional logistics hub 
in two years by linking it with Israel 
via a bridge across the countries’ 
common border.

The plan provides an alternative 
and a much safer, viable and organ-
ised, route for Jordanian exports to 
Europe through Haifa, as passages 
via Syria and Iraq remain sealed 
due to war and militant violence.

In November 8th, Israel offered a 
tender to build a bridge to connect 
both sides of the planned industrial 
park spanning the Jordanian-Israeli 
border. However, two days later, 
Montaser Oqlah, chairman of the 
Jordan Investment Commission, 
publicly denied there was such a 
project. “We have no plans for such 
a park and we did not discuss the 
idea with the Israelis,” Oqlah said in 
a statement.

On the other hand, the Jordan-
based JGIP General Manager Qasem 

al-Tbaishi confirmed the plan in an 
exclusive interview with The Arab 
Weekly.

The plan to expand business with 
Israel has drawn condemnation 
from opponents of peace with Isra-
el. Munaf Mujalli, head of a national 
committee that opposes normal 
ties with Israel,  said the govern-
ment’s plan was a “crime that the 
government must be held account-
able for”.

Mujalli, head of the Jordanian 
Higher Committee to Protect the 
Homeland and Resist Normalisa-
tion , said the “Zionists have been 
planning and pushing for this in-
dustrial zone to happen since the 
late 1990s”, adding,  ” They want 
their products to be sold in Jordan 
and the rest of the region.”

The government’s repeated deni-
als are designed to  soothe possible 
public anger over doing business 
with Israel. The objection is usually 
the most severe among Jordan’s 
Palestinian community, especially 
as Israel is widely blamed for a high 
death toll in the latest Palestinian 
violence in the West Bank, which 
started over a Muslim shrine in Je-
rusalem in October.

Roughly half of Jordan’s 8 mil-
lion population is of Palestinian 
families, including refugees and 
their descendants who fled or were 
forced out of their homes by Israel 
in the 1948 and 1967 Arab-Israeli 
wars. With blood ties to the West 
Bank and also Gaza, many of Jor-
dan’s Palestinians flatly reject any 
dealings with Israel. Reports that 
Israel is grabbing more West Bank 
land, or shooting Palestinians, 
makes it harder for the state to pub-
licly announce deals with its neigh-
bour with which it signed a peace 
treaty in 1994.

However, the project is too valua-
ble to put it on hold. Jordan’s trade, 
including exports of fruits and 
vegetables, incurred tens of mil-
lions of dollars of losses because it 
used alternative — more expensive 
— routes to Syria and Iraq. Jordan 
has also lost significant markets for 
its products in both countries and 

through them to Lebanon and Tur-
key.

Economist Hosam Ayesh said 
Jordan’s economic ties with Israel 
were very special.

“The relationship is so strategic 
that it surpasses the political ten-
sions and differences,” Ayesh said. 
He said despite tensions, Jordan 
had “never proposed cutting eco-
nomic ties with Israel”.

Two-way trade with Israel 
reached $365 million in 2013 and a 
nearly similar level in 2014, accord-
ing to Israel’s Central Bureau of Sta-
tistics. There were no figures avail-
able for 2015.

Tbaishi said he “received neces-

sary approvals from the Jordanian 
government to complete the pro-
ject”.

“At present, we have ten compa-
nies at the park and the number of 
companies will skyrocket when the 
bridge is complete in less than two 
years,” Tbaishi said.

Established in 2002 in Jordan as a 
peace dividend for both countries, 
the jointly managed JGIP aims to 
become a regional cargo trade hub 
and reposition the Haifa port as a 
trans-shipment and logistics al-
ternative to the closed land routes 
through Syria, to and from Europe.

A 67-km railway connecting 
Haifa and the Israel-Jordan border 

for a new container terminal is un-
der construction, according to JGIP 
officials.

JGIP is 90km north of Amman 
but lies 8km south of a passenger 
bridge, called Sheikh Hussein, link-
ing Jordan with Israel.

The project on the Israeli side 
would mainly be offices, ware-
houses and export and trade-re-
lated facilities, while in Jordan, a 
full-fledged industrial complex will 
remain in place, according to JGIP 
officials.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in 
Amman, has reported on regional 
issues since 1999.
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“The relationship is 
so strategic that it 
surpasses the 
political tensions 
and differences,” 
Ayesh said.
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015 was disastrous for 
both Israelis and 
Palestinians alike. The 
social and political 
equation has rarely 
seemed this bleak.

The Israeli government led by 
Prime Minister Binyamin Net-
anyahu just isn’t interested in a 
serious peace agreement with the 
Palestinians. Twenty years ago 
Netanyahu was where he is now: 
defending the status quo from 
Jewish Israelis demanding funda-
mental changes.

However, then he was fighting 
a peace camp to his left which 
wanted a two-state solution. Now, 
he is fending off a powerful and 
growing movement to his right, al-
though it is heavily represented in 
his own cabinet, that wants Israel 
to annex much, or even all, of the 
West Bank.

Only the idea that the occupa-
tion is temporary can explain how 
Israel is still a Jewish or democrat-
ic state but how can any situation 
that has lasted almost 50 years 
still be seen as “temporary?”

The de facto greater Israeli state 
contains a non-Jewish majority 

and cannot be considered demo-
cratic because most of the Pales-
tinians living in it are disenfran-
chised non-citizens without basic 
human, civil or political rights.

The status quo is suicidal for 
Israel, yet Netanyahu’s remarkably 
sustained term of office has been 
based on protecting and defending 
it from all challenges.

The Palestinian leadership is 
also in crisis. The Palestinian 
Authority (PA) may, in reality, have 
already internally collapsed. If so, 
this will reveal itself over the next 
few years.

With no peace process with 
Israel, a crisis of legitimacy and in-
effective governance, the current 
PA has little to offer Palestinians. 
It has been stifling rather than 
promoting civil society. Corrup-
tion is getting worse rather than 
better. PA President Mahmoud 
Abbas has been wasting his time 
and energy pursuing trumped-up 
accusations to harass perceived 
political rivals.

Abbas has been grooming chief 
negotiator Saeb Erekat to suc-
ceed him but Abbas’s passing is 
more likely to reveal the political 
incoherence of Fatah and the PA 
and produce no clear or effective 
leadership. Even while Abbas is 
president, violence in the West 
Bank could trigger events leading 
to the collapse of the PA.

This lack of any political horizon 
for ending the Israeli occupation 
and nothing much to believe in 
beyond the family home has led 
to a series of apparently spontane-
ous attacks by Palestinians against 

Israelis. This violence, which 
is matched by attacks against 
Palestinians by extremist settlers 
and Israeli occupation forces, has 
produced a “new normal” in oc-
cupied cities such as East Jerusa-
lem and Hebron of grinding, daily 
attacks.

They are not enough to be 
called another uprising but they 
are obviously the precursors of 
a potential eruption of violence 
on a much greater scale. When 
that happens, as seems inevitable 
without any significant change, 
it is hard to imagine the PA as we 
have known it surviving. Israel 
would probably end up reoccupy-
ing the West Bank cities.

Hamas rule in Gaza has been 
significantly worse in almost 
every way than the mess in the 
West Bank. Most people in the 
West Bank can clearly see that one 
way their situation could become 
worse is to become another Gaza. 
Yet Hamas might still inherit the 
leadership of the Palestinian na-
tional movement by default.

If a crisis produced by wide-
spread violence or a political col-
lapse initiated by the death of Ab-
bas or some other catalyst brought 
the PA crashing down and Fatah 
splintering into numerous rival 
factions, Hamas might triumph 
through no virtue or success of its 
own but because it remained the 
last national Palestinian organisa-
tion standing.

The United States also has 
failed wretchedly. After the end 
of the Cold War, American policy 
focused on the two-state solution 

but now Washington has moved 
on. Israel has no interest in a 
two-state solution and there is no 
evidence that the United States is 
preparing to, or capable of, inde-
pendently champion or salvage 
this agenda.

In effect, it has been cast aside 
and it is hard not to conclude that 
the only thing that could prompt 
the United States to restore the 
two-state solution to its list of 
Middle East priorities is renewed 
interest on the part of Israel. It 
is doubtful that Washington is 
willing to try to force anything 
like this on Israel, which means 
that the American commitment to 
Palestinian statehood was always 
much more hollow than it ap-
peared.

Change always happens but in 
this instance, with all three major 
parties trapped in dysfunctional 
policies and with no framework 
or mechanism for improving the 
status quo, that change is unlikely 
to be positive.

Indeed, 2015 quietly but meticu-
lously laid the basis for 2016 to be 
not only worse but, potentially, 
produce a real catastrophe. If that 
does not occur next year, unless 
someone does something signifi-
cant soon, then it is just a matter 
of time.

Hussein Ibish is a senior resident 
scholar at the Arab Gulf States 
Institute in Washington, a weekly 
columnist for The National (UAE) 
and NOW Media and a monthly 
contributing writer for The 
International New York Times.
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