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Washington Watch

Turning a corner
By Dr James J Zogby

US supporters of Israel are in a bind: Public
opinion is changing; there are more actors pub-
licly challenging Israel; and the crude, heavy-

handed tactics they have successfully used in the past
to silence criticism now only aggravate the situation. A
few examples:

A few weeks back, Airbnb announced that they
would no longer list rental properties located in the
occupied West Bank. The reaction in Israel and among
its supporters in the US was predictably hysterical.
They termed the action taken by Airbnb as “anti-
Semitic”. Israel announced that it would enforce its
anti-boycott law by banning Airbnb from operating
anywhere within the country. And some American
political leaders said that they would press US states
that have passed their own anti-boycott legislation to
also take action against Airbnb. 

This Airbnb decision and the reaction to it are
instructive in that they bring together a number of
issues that define exactly where the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict is today. Sometimes, in order to see an issue
clearly, it is important to reduce it to its essence. In
this instance, the omnipresent, ever-comical Rabbi
Shmuley Boteach provided us with just such an exam-
ple of the core Israeli argument against Airbnb in a
costly full page newspaper ad this past week. More
than just reducing Israel’s case to its essence, Boteach
has revealed its absurdity.

The ad features an opening headline calling “Airbnb:
Anti-Semitic”, falsely claiming that the company has
“singled out Jews for discrimination...deliberately pun-
ishing Jewish residents of Judea and Samaria based
solely on their nationality, ethnicity, and religion.” He
then accuses Airbnb of a double-standard because
they haven’t delisted rental properties in other occu-
pied territories, giving these examples: Turkish-occu-
pied Cyprus, Russian-occupied Crimea, or Chinese-
occupied Tibet (an interesting implicit recognition of
Israel as an occupier in the great company of other
occupiers!). The ad concludes with the stark black ban-
ner stating that “Boycotting Israel Is Anti-Semitic.”

The entire ad is a deliberate distortion of reality.
Airbnb isn’t boycotting Israel or Jews. They still list
rentals in Tel Aviv and a host of other Israeli cities, and
they continue to list rentals owned by Jews every-
where in the world. What Airbnb has decided not to
list are Jewish settler-owned properties in occupied
Palestinian lands. And as for Israel’s argument that
Airbnb is guilty of a double-standard since the com-
pany continues to list properties in other occupied ter-
ritories, there are two things to point out: (1) Airbnb
has already said that they were “evaluating how we
should treat listings in occupied territories around the
world,” and (2) in none of the cases cited by Boteach is
there comparable evidence that the rentals in question
are owned by settlers living in illegal developments
built on confiscated lands. 

In the end, however, it’s not about the lies contained
in this ad or any of the other efforts to combat Airbnb.
What is important is that in the face of declining pub-
lic support and diminishing capacity to dominate the
narrative about the nature of their conflict with the
Palestinians, Israeli supporters are flailing about, strik-
ing blindly at opponents in their effort to pummel into
submission anyone who would dare to challenge them. 

The campaign against Airbnb is but one recent
example. Here is another: Just last week, significant
pressure was brought to bear on CNN, forcing them
to fire one of their on-air political commentators, Dr
Marc Lamont Hill. Hill’s “crime” was that upon his
return from a visit to occupied Palestinian lands he
spoke at the annual UN-sponsored “International Day
of Solidarity with the Palestinian People”. After detail-
ing the abuses of Palestinian rights he had witnessed,
Hill concluded his speech with a call for a “free
Palestine, from the river to the sea”.

While it was clear from the entirety of his remarks
that Hill was calling for justice and equal rights for
Israelis and Palestinians, supporters of Israel immedi-
ately assumed the role of victim and leapt to attack.
Hill was denounced for “inciting violence”, “calling for
genocide”, “promoting anti-Semitism” and more.
Instead of refuting these outrageous charges and
standing by their commentator, CNN cowered and
fired Hill. Shortly after that, the Chairman of the Board
of Trustees of Temple University, where Hill is a pro-
fessor, accused Hill of “hate-speech” and floated the
possibility of firing him. 

These two cases - the decision of a major company
to respect international law and a mainstream com-
mentator speaking out for justice - are but two exam-
ples of the changing political landscape in the US. Polls
show that Israel is losing ground in US public opinion
- most especially among the demographic groups that
form the Democratic coalition (young people, “minori-
ty” communities, and educated women).

In reaction, pro-Israel lobby groups, after realizing
that they are unable to silence critics by striking out
against them individually as they speak out, are now
trying to pass bills in Congress to penalize and/or
criminalize criticisms or actions against Israel. The bills
in question are: the Anti-Semitism Awareness Act
(AAA) and the Israel Anti-Boycott Act (IABA). Should
they pass Congress and be signed into law, a company
like Airbnb could be penalized and a person like Marc
Lamont Hill could be fired.
NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the Arab
American Institute

Grave dilemma: 
South African 
cities short of 
cemetery space 

In the middle of the vast Avalon
cemetery in Johannesburg’s Soweto
township, two gravediggers shovelled

soil out of an old grave containing
remains buried years ago. They were
preparing the grave to be reused as
towns across South Africa are fast run-
ning out of space to bury the dead.
Population growth, migration to urban
areas and an influx of foreigners has put
huge pressure on land in urban areas.
Adding to the problem is a cultural
resistance to the practice of cremation.

Between 45 and 60 graves are re-
opened each week on average to allow
for second burials in Johannesburg, the
country’s largest city and economic hub.
Authorities warn that if no action is tak-
en to change how the dead are laid to
rest, urban areas will run out of room in
as little as 50 years. “Burial space is fast
diminishing. This is caused by the fact
that Joburg is currently experiencing high
migration,” said Reggie Moloi, the city’s
cemeteries and crematoria manager. 

Johannesburg is not the only city in
South Africa battling the shortage. The
southeastern coastal city of Durban
raised the alarm more than a decade
ago. The city had an unusually high
death rate in the 1980s, having been par-
ticularly hard hit by political violence
and HIV/AIDS, say officials.

‘Run out of burial space’ 
“We noticed that cemeteries then

filled up in a shortest period of time and
that quite soon ... (we were) going to run
out of burial space,” Thembinkosi
Ngcobo, the head of parks in eThekwini,
which includes Durban, told AFP. People
seeking burial space could soon be
turned away, he warned. “We are facing a
very serious problem.” “The situation is
dire and not readily understood... because
to the eye it seems there is sufficient
(space),” said Denis Ing, deputy chairman
of the South African Cemeteries
Association. The public did not grasp the
scale of the problem, he said.

The crisis has pushed officials to
think creatively about how best to dis-
pose of the dead. While recycling graves
has helped ease the situation, cremation
still faces significant resistance from
African communities, which see it as

unnatural and against tradition. At
Roodepoort near Soweto, the Sipamla
family buried 87-year-old mother and
grandmother Caroline Sipamla in the
same grave as her son. “Graveyards are
very full,” said Puleng Sipamla as under-
takers covered the remains of her moth-
er. “We thought it would be easier for us
to re-open and it’s cheaper than digging
a new grave.” Sipamla had made her
feelings known on the matter, said her
granddaughter Zoleka Sipamla, 23. “She
was pretty clear - no cremation.”

Reverend Harold Ginya of the Church
of the Nazarene encourages his wor-
shippers to reuse graves - but discour-
ages cremation. “We are promoting this
kind of thing. No one will complain that
you are on top of me,” he said. While
many older people are opposed to cre-
mation, the younger generation may
prove more open.

‘People need to be cremated’ 
“It would be helpful if people under-

stood why people need to be cremated -
because there is a problem of land,” said
Zoleka Sipamla, a law student. But the
limited appeal of the crematorium has a
lot to do with what some people associ-
ate with it: The fires of hell. “They say,
‘Why would I send my loved one to
hell?’” said Moloi. Others opposed to
cremation believe a bodily form is
required to reach the afterlife - not ash-
es. “Cremation is culturally prohibitive
for people... bodies matter, human bod-
ies have power and they have value,”
said University of New Hampshire
anthropologist, Casey Golomski.

Few black Africans are cremated in
Durban, with just one a week on average
compared to dozens of burials. During a
recent campaign to raise awareness of
the crisis, it became clear that some tra-
ditionalists in the port city were even
skeptical of shared graves, said Ngcobo.
One elderly man told officials he had
never shared a bed with his daughter-in-
law. “How do you expect me to share a
gravesite with her?” he asked. “That is
totally unacceptable”.

The increasing land demands of the
living could mean that cremation and
grave recycling become mandatory,
officials warn. “There is going to come
a time when the people of
Johannesburg will not have a choice but
to go to the crematoria or reuse a
grave,” warned Moloi. “We cannot be
having land reserved for cemeteries.”
The situation could be eased by a con-
troversial constitutional amendment
proposed by the government, which
would allow the forcible transfer of land
to redress the inequalities of apartheid
and colonialism. — AFP

By Naif Al-Dhafeery

The sacrifices and noble deeds of any
leader are always considered to be
rejuvenating, aspirational and just

for the nation. The aforementioned is appli-
cable to late US president George HW
Bush, whose decisive, courageous and
noble deeds and stances will remain
inscribed in the memories of all Kuwaiti
people. During his tenure (1989-1993), a
new global regime started to appear, which
was characterized by the following events:

● The reunification of West and East
Germany after the collapse of the Berlin

Wall. That historic event touched the
hearts and passions of the German people.

● The endorsement of the strategic
arms race limitation agreement with the
then Soviet Union President Mikhail
Gorbachev.

● The Desert Shield operation during
which President Bush rallied 34 countries’
forces to join the US-led global coalition
against the barbaric Iraqi invasion of
Kuwait and curbing the despotic Iraqi
regime’s expansionist ambitions towards
Saudi Arabia.

● The Desert Storm operation which
began on Jan 15, 1991 to liberate Kuwait

from the yoke of the most vicious kind of
occupation ever known in history. The lib-
eration of Kuwait was completely achieved
on Feb 26, 1991. American forces formed
74 percent of the US-led military coalition.  

I still remember some of the most beau-
tiful excerpts of his eventual speeches,
such as: “Mr Al-Sabah, tonight Kuwait is
free.” This phrase was uttered by the late
George HW Bush as he directly addressed
the Kuwaiti ambassador, the late Sheikh
Saud Al-Nasser Al-Sabah, who was a pio-
neering figure in explaining his country’s
plight to the global community.

“At the right time, at the right place we

will liberate Kuwait”, “Wait, watch and
judge” and “The invader must not be
allowed to continue his occupation of
Kuwait.” These highly honored words which
were impatiently longed for by all Kuwaitis
will never be forgotten and will remain
engraved in every Kuwaiti citizen’s mind.

President Bush’s courageous and noble
stances made him a humanitarian and
global symbol and an exemplary leader
who inspired generations of leaders for the
public service of the human community.
May God Almighty rest his pure soul in
peace and paradise and provide his lovers
with patience and consolation.

The demise of Kuwait’s liberation hero

Brexit stockpiling 
bears little fruit 
for wholesaler 

Fresh fruit and vegetable entrepreneur
Franco Fubini knows all about the
importance of goods arriving on time,

as Brexit threatens to delay delivery of
produce into and out of Britain. Preparing
for possible transit chaos at the border fol-
lowing Britain’s formal departure from the
European Union on March 29, UK compa-
nies from supermarkets to carmakers are
preparing to stockpile. However for
Fubini’s company Natoora - a wholesaler,
retailer and food producer - stockpiling
fresh fruits and vegetables is not an option. 

“For us, the freshness of the product is
essential,” CEO Fubini told AFP, speaking
from company headquarters and warehous-
ing facilities housed in a viaduct on a site
once occupied by London’s first railway ter-
minus in Bermondsey. Whether his imported
avocados, peaches and tomatoes will con-
tinue to arrive at the capital’s finest eateries
on time is far from certain as lawmakers
prepare for next week’s crucial UK parlia-
mentary vote on the Brexit divorce deal.
“There is a huge amount of product that
doesn’t grow in the UK, primarily a lot of
the fruit,” said the Argentinian-Italian, who
founded the high-end and seasonally-driven
business 14 years ago. “We are forced to
bring product from the continent.”

Through the Tunnel 
Natoora supplies more than 1,000

mostly top-end restaurants in a business
spanning London, New York and Paris,
with fresh produce sourced from farms in
the UK, Italy, France, Spain and the US.
“The consumption that happens at restau-
rants and the consumption in our retail
stores, particularly eating out, is very sen-
sitive to immediate consumer concerns”

surrounding Brexit, Fubini, 44, told AFP. 
As boxes filled with imported lemons

and limes and Christmas-season favorite
Brussels sprouts were loaded onto lorries,
Fubini also said that Natoora job appli-
cants were down sharply over the past
year amid Brexit uncertainty, especially
among Eastern Europeans. As for the sup-
ply chain, “there definitely is a concern
about disruption”, he said. Natoora’s pro-
duce from mainland Europe comes into the
UK on refrigerated lorries through the
Channel Tunnel linking Britain and France.

“On average across all the regions,
you’re looking at 36-48 hours” from har-
vesting the product to arriving in restau-
rants, explained Fubini, who runs an opera-
tion comprising around 300 staff and an
annual turnover of £30 million ($38 mil-
lion).  “I am hoping that common sense,
particularly in the case of something as
critical as fresh food, will help us get
through this.” He added: “There is very lit-
tle that we can do within our supply chain.
We can’t stockpile, we can’t shorten our
supply chain, unless we helicopter things
in! In order for us to plan, the only thing we
can do is wait and see.” 

Stockpiling dry goods 
One-fifth of the company’s turnover

comes from goods that could be stock-
piled, however, such as cured meats,
cheeses, olive oils and beans. “We can car-
ry more stock” of these items, said Fubini.
“Fortunately because we’ve taken on a new
site we have quite a bit of spare capacity
to utilize.” In the UK, British group Premier
Foods has said it plans to stockpile to pro-
tect against a risk of delays at ports.

Britain’s biggest retailer, supermarket
giant Tesco, said it could begin stockpiling
tinned goods from January. Another com-
pany, Majestic Wines, said it planned an
additional inventory of bottles with a com-
bined value of up to £8 million. Away from
the food industry, Britain’s key carmaking
and pharmaceutical sectors have said they
are also looking at possible stockpiling, as
has engines maker Rolls-Royce. — AFP 

Franco Fubini, founder and CEO of Natoora, a fruit and vegetable distribution company, pos-
es for a photograph in the company’s warehouse in south London on Dec 5, 2018. — AFP 


