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Opinion
Editorial

Killing the Palestinians’
hopes for statehood

D

id Donald Trump declare a two-state solution to
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict dead or did he
merely state the obvious when he hosted Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu at the White
House?
Trump certainly dealt a big blow to the twostate solution as the pathway to peace. He ended
decades of US bipartisan political support for the establishment
of a sovereign Palestinian state alongside the Jewish one. In the
process, he abandoned a principle adopted by the European
Union and the United Nations.
There are bound to be changes, too, in the international
negotiating body known as the Quartet, of which the United
States is a part. The Quartet is pledged to two states achieved
through negotiations and the United States appears no longer to
believe in that.
Trump said he could “live with” either a two-state or a onestate solution. There are at least three problems with Trump’s de
facto abandonment of the two-state formula.
First, it gives Israel, the more powerful side in an agonizingly
asymmetric conflict, carte blanche to decide what should happen to the occupied territories.
Second, it ends the stalwart US insistence that it is committed
to a two-state process.
Third — and most dismally — it extinguishes the little hope
remaining to the Palestinians that their nearly 70-year fight for
justice and self-determination would one day bear fruit.
Trump said he could “live with” any solution but it is actually
the Palestinians who will have to live with the consequences of
his casual pronouncement. Millions of them will have to put up
with an ignominious existence as second-class citizens. Rather
than having dignity and rights, they will be continually stopped
at checkpoints, hemmed in by encroaching Jewish settlements
and denied the possibility of living as fully fledged citizens of a
free nation.
That said, the slow demise of the two-state solution was
increasingly obvious, with or without Trump. Last April, a report
from the office of the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East
Peace Process took a doleful view of the two-state solution. It
pointed out the problems posed by the lack of Palestinian unity
and the failure to have elections.
The Oslo process was supposed to have reached a final-status
agreement by 1998. What has been achieved instead is a total
collapse of belief in a two-state solution, marked by a complete
lack of trust on both sides, Israel’s unbridled settlements-building policy and now the US president’s refusal to press for a
balanced apportioning of land, rights and responsibilities.
It is scarcely believable, however, that Israel thinks it can so
easily claim for itself the right to be a “Jewish state” in which the
Palestinians would be second-class citizens. Neither do rightthinking Israelis — and there are many — agree with the idea of
cruelly denying Palestinians the right of self-determination.
Millions of Palestinians have lived with the dehumanising
reality of occupation for far too long. Now they have a new
struggle — against the end of hope.
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People
increasingly
view the
freedom to
travel as an
essential
right.

T

he debate over US
President Donald
Trump’s attempt to
impose a ban on travel
to the United States on
people from seven
majority-Muslim countries
continues. Tens of thousands of
opponents to the measure have
taken to the streets in dozens of
cities across the United States
and Europe in protest.
This affair, controversial as it
might well be, may have yielded
positive derivatives. It brings to
the forefront of world politics the
issue of travel bans on groups or
individuals. Trump’s ban, which
was blocked by a federal judge in
Seattle whose ruling was upheld
by an appeals court, has highlighted the recourse of many
governments to impose travel
bans, within and outside the realm
of the law.
In today’s global economy, people increasingly view the freedom
to travel as an essential right that
should be enjoyed by all, regardless of nationality or faith but deprivation of that right continues.
In Egypt, rights groups say,
authorities have prevented human
rights lawyers from leaving the
country. To Amnesty International
and Human Rights Watch, the
bans are part of a larger campaign
to suppress independent, critical
voices inside the country.
Since the ouster of president
Muhammad Morsi from power in
July 2013, Egyptian authorities are
said to have arbitrarily banned at
least a score of leaders and members of Egyptian non-governmental organisations from travelling
abroad. Others prevented from
leaving the country include members of political parties, youth
activists, bloggers, journalists and
academics.
This behaviour, rights advocates
say, goes counter to international
human rights law and Egypt’s
constitution, both of which protect
the right of Egyptians to leave and
enter their own country.
Egypt is not the only country in
the Middle East imposing travel
bans.
In Qatar, the home of the television satellite network Al Jazeera,
authorities have prevented a prominent human rights lawyer and former Justice minister from leaving
the country. Najeeb al-Nuaimi was
one of the lead counsels defending
ousted Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. He has also defended Qatari

poet Mohammed Rashid al-Ajami,
who was sentenced to life in prison
in 2011 for writing a poem attacking the Gulf state’s monarchy.
Ajami, who was accused of inciting
violence, spent four years in jail
before being released in 2016.
“Authorities in Qatar prevented… Nuaimi from travelling
without informing him about any
possible reasons,” the Gulf Centre
for Human Rights protested.
Also, many Iranians have been
arbitrarily prevented from travelling outside their country by the
theocratic regime.
Travel bans should not be used
as political tools. Governments
should not try to prevent people
from travelling because of their
nationality, politics or religion.
They should not misrepresent
arbitrary bans as justified by
security considerations when they
are not.
There can be legitimate security
concerns, especially in the global
fight against terrorism. In recent
days, Amnesty International
might have been mixing apples
and oranges when it condemned
Tunisia for preventing hundreds
of individuals from travelling
overseas because it suspected
them of harbouring an intent to
join jihadist groups. By banning
these would-be jihadists, the
Tunisian government said it was
helping safeguard peace and security in the world. It might have a
case there.
This is a quandary for any
government when it suspects its
younger citizens have been radicalised and recruited by terrorist
groups. Slapping travel bans on
terrorist suspects is not the same
as imposing restrictions on nongovernmental organisation leaders
or intellectuals.
Returning to the ban Trump
wanted to impose, the proceedings
that have unfolded during these
last few weeks have surprised
many Americans and no doubt left
more than one leader in the Middle
East speechless.
In a rare demonstration of the
extreme complexity of the inner
workings of a democracy, the United States has shown the world that,
despite being the most powerful
man on the planet, the president of
the country can be challenged by a
simple judge — who can live to tell
about it.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist with The Arab Weekly.

