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T 

he cancellation of the 
first Africa-Israel sum-
mit, scheduled to be held 
in Togo on October 23-27, 
sparked speculations as 

to why the event was put off and 
signalled a setback in Tel Aviv’s ef-
forts to strengthen ties with the 
continent.

Israeli officials said the summit 
was postponed at the request of 
Togo, which needed more time to 
prepare for it, but Palestinian offi-
cials said the move resulted from 
African unhappiness towards Is-
rael’s policies.

“Following the request of the 
President of Togo and after mu-
tual consultations with the (Is-
raeli) Prime Minister, it has been 
decided to postpone the holding 
of the Africa-Israel summit… to a 
mutually agreed upon date,” read 
a statement by Israel’s Foreign 
Ministry spokesman Emmanuel 
Nahshon.

Israeli Foreign Ministry Direc-
tor-General Yuval Rotem told the 
Jerusalem Post that the summit, 
which was supposed to host 14 
African leaders, will still be held 
either in Africa or in Israel, with-
out mentioning an approximate 
date. Rotem acknowledged that 
there was Arab pressure on Togo 
to scrap the summit but empha-
sised that the main reason for it 
not being held was Togo’s internal 
problems.

Thousands of Togolese protest-
ers turned to the streets in anti-
government demonstrations de-
manding a limit to presidential 

terms and a two-round voting sys-
tem. They chanted “50 years is too 
long,” calling on Faure Gnassing-
be, who had been in power since 
2005 and whose father ruled the 
country for 38 years before him, to 
resign.

Hanan Ashrawi, a member of 
the Executive Committee of the 
Palestine Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO), said the summit was 
cancelled due to pressure from a 
number of pro-Palestinian African 
states.

“We extend our deep gratitude 
to South Africa, the Arab-African 
nations, including Algeria, Mau-
ritania, Morocco and Tunisia, and 
the international solidarity groups 
that courageously advocated for 
the cancellation of the Summit 
and refused to allow Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu to 
gain a foothold in the African con-
tinent, furthering impunity for 
the military occupation and Isra-
el’s ongoing unlawful unilateral-
ism and violations of international 
law,” she said in a statement.

Observers noted that the cancel-
lation could be attributed to one 
or both factors. Nevertheless, it 
would still appear to be a setback 
for Netanyahu, who promised Is-
rael’s “return to Africa” following 
his visit to Uganda, Kenya, Rwan-
da and Ethiopia last year. Netan-
yahu was a guest of honour at the 
Economic Community of West Af-
rican States (ECOWAS) Summit in 
Liberia in June.

“It (the summit’s cancellation) 
has dealt a major blow to Netan-
yahu’s public position that Israel’s 
current foreign relations are being 
affected less by the Palestinian 
conflict than in the past,” wrote 
diplomatic correspondent Barak 
Ravid in Haaretz.

In August, the Israeli prime 
minister boasted that pressures 
placed on the Togolese president 
to cancel the conference had 
failed. “These pressures are the 
best testimony to the success of 
our policy, of Israel’s presence in 
Africa,” said Netanyahu.

Israel has been lobbying to 
change the voting patterns of Af-
rican countries in the United Na-
tions, which tend to be in support 
of the Palestinians. As a gesture of 
public relations, some suggested 
that Netanyahu should appoint an 
African-Israeli as Israel’s foreign 
minister.

“Having an African-Israeli at the 
helm of the Foreign Ministry at a 
time when the prime minister is 
seeking enhanced relations with 
Africa and a seat at the table of 
the African Union will take back 
the narrative from BDS [Boycott, 
Divestment and Sanctions] forces, 
who are celebrating the postpone-
ment of the Africa-Israel Summit,” 

Yosef Abramowitz, CEO of Energi-
ya Global Capital, told the Jerusa-
lem Post.

It remains unknown how likely 
or even effective such a gesture 
would be at a time where Israel’s 
image is more associated with 
negative treatment towards Af-
rican refugees and the country’s 
black Jews.

The summit could have helped 
Israel export more of its products 
to Africa. “African states provide 
Israel with numerous critical and 
profitable opportunities for co-
operation across a wide array of 
sectors including security, trade, 
diplomacy, development, indus-
trialisation, counter-terrorism and 

technology,” read a statement on 
the summit’s website.

Israel, which is ranked among 
the world’s top 10 weapon export-
ers, has done relatively little busi-
ness in Africa. In 2015, only 3% 
of its arms deals were reportedly 
with African countries, but that 
could be on the way to increasing.

Such deals, however, have 
harmed Israel’s reputation, espe-
cially with some of the weapons 
making their way to countries 
where they could be used to com-
mit war crimes or other human 
rights abuses — specifically in 
Rwanda, South Sudan, Burundi, 
Argentina, Bosnia and most re-
cently Myanmar.

Taibeh

W 

hen Shuaa Mas-
sarweh Mansour 
decided to run for 
mayor of Taibeh, the 
second largest Arab 

city in Israel with a population of 
50,000, he knew exactly what chal-
lenges he would face if he won.

He had been running a success-
ful law office in the city. But “after 
28 years of working as a lawyer, I 
wanted a change,” he said.

Mansour, 51, was elected mayor 
in 2015 and has been able to help 
the city resolve serious problems, 
including exceptionally high debt.

“In 1999, a committee was ap-
pointed by the Ministry of Interior 
to manage the city and help pull it 
out of debt but, at the same time, 
only a small amount was invested 
into the city,” he said.

In 2006, the ministry took away 
the democratic rights of the citizens 
to vote for their own leadership and, 
for nine years, four different gov-
ernment-appointed mayors, none 
from Taibeh, managed the city.

“I knew that the people of Taibeh 
needed better than what we had 
and I think that I can do a lot for the 

city,” he said of his decision to run 
for mayor in 2o15 after the Israeli 
Supreme Court cleared the way for 
new elections. “While I was liv-
ing in Europe I learned a lot, and I 
have started to apply some of it to 
Taibeh.”

For Mansour, being mayor is not 
just a job.  His past 22 months in 
office have been a whirlwind: He 
makes the hour-long drive to Jeru-
salem to meet with government of-
ficials every week, negotiates with 
officials to try to meet the needs of 
the city and works to champion the 
rights of the Palestinian citizens of 
Israel.

“Many challenges face the Arab 
mayors,” Mansour explained.  “We 
Palestinians make up 21% of the 
population and are an oppressed 
minority in Israel.  We understand 
that we will never reach equality 
with the Jewish citizens but every 
minority has rights.”

He added: “In the last 30 years 
the government has not made mas-

ter plans for the Arab cities.  Since 
1948 (with the creation of Israel), 
700 new Jewish cities have been 
established and not one new Arab 
city.  Overcrowding is a big problem 
in Arab cities.”

“One of the biggest obstacles that 
we face in the Arab sector is the 
lack of town planning and build-
ing,” he said. “Unfortunately, the 
government treats us as third- class 
citizens. It can take up to 12 years to 
receive approval for town building 
plans. In the Jewish towns, approv-
al can take one or two years.”

Because it is so difficult to obtain 
building permits, people are forced 
to build homes illegally.  Approxi-
mately 50,000 homes in the Arab 
sector are at risk of demolition; 400 
of them are in Taibeh, studies show.

Mansour has been working with 
the government to get more money 
put into developing the city.

In December 2015, the govern-
ment approved Resolution 922, a 
five-year economic development 
plan for the Arab sector that aims to 
close major gaps between Jews and 
Arabs in education, transportation, 
welfare services, employment and 
housing.

“I was lucky because the govern-
ment’s plan to close Taibeh’s debts 
was decided on before I started my 
work and I was able to use Resolu-

tion 922 to start rebuilding the city,” 
Mansour said.

In a short time, Mansour’s ad-
ministration has built three schools 
and kindergartens, opened after-
school clubs and a theatre, im-
proved infrastructure, built a walk-
ing path, paved more than 30 roads 
and brought branches of ministry 
offices to the city. Plans for a sports 
hall are also in the works.

“Education is our weapon,” Man-
sour said.  “I believe that building 
people is more important than cre-
ating a building, for with educa-
tion a person is capable of doing 
anything they want. We must close 

the gap (between Arab and Jewish 
sectors) that has grown in the past 
68 years.”

“We used to own 90% of the land 
and now we own only 2.5% of it,” 
Mansour said.  “However, we be-
lieve in co-existence and that we 
can live in peace with the Jews.  For 
68 years we have lived in peace but 
we must be able to live in dignity 
and maintain the rights to our land 
and homes and not be treated as en-
emies.”

Noreen Sadik is a
Palestinian-American journalist 
based in Israel.
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Process interrupted. Israel’s Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (L) looks on as Liberia’s President 
and Chairwoman of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf (R) speaks during the ECOWAS summit, last June.                                                                                (AFP)
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Mansour, 51, was 
elected mayor of 
Taibeh, Israel’s 
second largest Arab 
city, in 2015. 

Israel has been 
lobbying to change 
the voting patterns 
of African countries 
in the UN.


