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Wadi Ara mayors plan trade zone

By Eli Ashkenazi

"The courage of those people is admirable," said Shuli Dichter, co-director of the Association for the Advancement of Civic Equality in Israel (Sikkuy), in reference to four local council heads - Jews and Arabs - from the Wadi Ara area.

The four - Umm al-Fahm mayor, Hashem Mahajana; Ilan Sadeh, head of the Menashe regional council; Zohari Yehiye, head of the Kfar Kara regional council; and Yaakov Amor, head of the Katzir-Harish regional council - this week signed a document entitled "A conceptual outline for the establishment of a regional industrial and trading zone in the Wadi Ara area."

According to Dichter, the four elected officials "are swimming against the stream, against their own communities, against the government and against a 60-year trend. They deserve our esteem and every assistance we can afford them. This move cannot be taken for granted; it took them a month to sign the document."

The move to establish a joint trade zone comes against the backdrop of a generation-long estrangement between Jewish and Arab residents of the region, as well as dire economic circumstances for all the council in the area, a crippling lack of industrial zones and, according to the director of Sikkuy's municipal unit, Naif Abu Sharkia, the region's "monstrous" reputation.

The crisis facing local businesspeople and entrepreneurs was thrown into sharp relief last week, during a visit to Umm al-Fahm by Industry, Trade and Employment Minister Ehud Olmert. Dozens of distraught locals pleaded with Olmert to help them rid the town of its image, and for the government to set up an industrial zone on the outskirts of the town.

The idea to set up a joint industrial and trading zone was first mooted some 12 months ago. The basic assumption of those involved was that the regional councils do not receive the same treatment from central government, and that the continued weakening of the poorest council was, in the long run, also harming the wealthier ones.

"We decided to concentrate on the physical and economic aspects," says Abu Sharkia, a town planner and organizational counselor by profession. "Social and cultural cooperation already exists, but it does not help bridge the economic gaps. The gulf in development and infrastructure between Jews and Arabs is vast."

When the National Security Council recommended adding Arab regional council to district industrial zones, Sikkuy argued that government intervention was not enough, and that civil bodies had to take urgent action. Wadi Ara was selected as the pilot.

Abu Sharkia argues that there is currently a rare window of opportunity for the project; the local leadership is keen to get the project up and running, and government officials are willing to help. While there are obstacles - intransigence on the part of certain government officials and differences of opinion between the council leaders - the main impediment is the continued incarceration of former Umm al-Fahm mayor Sheikh Raad Salah, on charges of ties with banned organizations.

The location of the joint industrial and trading zone has not yet been finalized, but those involved are convinced that such a project could turn around the fortunes of the area. With completion of the first part of the project - the drafting of an outline - the second stage, the establishment of a partnership on the ground, is expected to begin within weeks. According to Sikkuy, this is the most difficult part, "and we will need governmental incentives to get it off the ground."

During Olmert's visit, the minister said he saw Umm al-Fahm as a special challenge, and, "given the example that Mayor Mahajana has set for coexistence and cooperation, there is a good chance of improving the situation."

Now, those involved in the project expect Olmert to match his words with deeds. If not, they fear their groundbreaking mission statement will remain merely a document.

