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Ladies and gentlemen!

I am sorry to have to announce first of all that some of our Palestinian colleagues might not be able to show up for some time this morning because of some problems at the road blocks. I hope they will be able to join us later this morning. But we have to get started.

This morning I am very honored to have the opportunity of  introducing a veteran member of the Central Committee of the Al Fatah organization, the head of the Economic Department of the PLO and the godfather and head of the Palestinian negotiating team of the Oslo accords with the Israelis, a person who can claim an essential and key role in institution creation in the past fifteen years. 

He was instrumental in putting together  key institutions, such as the Housing Council, the Technical Development Committee etc. He was crucial in putting together the whole idea of a Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics. I will always remember that day of March 13, 1993 when I received direct instructions from Tunis in a decree, signed by him, which asked me to start working on establishing a Palestinian bureau of statistics.

This morning I am very honored to present to you Mr. Abu-Ala.

Mr. Abu-Ala

Minister of Economy, Trade and Industry

Palestinian National Authority

Ladies and gentlemen!

First of all I don’t need to respond to what my friend Hasan Abu- Libdeh said when he introduced me, but I would like to say that he is one of the most important figures here in the Occupied Territories. 

He played an active role in establishing Palestinian institutions that were here months before the establishment of the PNA.  He was the Deputy Director General of the Technical Committees, and the most active member.  He played a very vital role and gave the technical committees the role they played in the multilateral negotiations, in the economic development etc.

I would like to thank you very much and to welcome you here to the Second International Conference on Developing Palestinian Official Statistics.

With your participation in this conference, you contribute to the peace process in the Middle East, and to the Palestinian cause in this difficult period.

On the negotiations
The occupation of the Palestinian lands and the continuous oppression of the Palestinian people are among the tragedies of this century.  The Palestinian - Israeli conflict has especially agonized the Middle East and the Arab countries, because it is the root of the conflict in the region, and the core of the conflict in the Middle East.

After the Gulf war, as you know, the international community recognized the fact that the Palestinian issue is the core of the problem and began to give attention to this conflict.  The process of negotiations between the conflicting parties was initiated through the Madrid conference in April 1992.

The first achievement of this process was the Declaration of Principles (DoP), which was signed on the 13th of  September 1993.  I would say (and I hope that is not a selfish attitude) that that night was the beginning of change in the region. The change in the Palestinian conflict is a change in the region because it is the root of the problem.  On the 19th of August 1993, the PLO representative and the Israeli representative signed the first agreement in the history of the struggle.  I can say that on that same night,  the peace process started.  I hope that it will succeed because it is still under examination.

With the signing of this Declaration of Principles (DoP) between the PLO and Israel officially in Washington in September 1993 and the Gaza/ Jericho Agreement in May 1994, the peace process entered a decisive phase.

For the first time in the transitional period toward the Palestinian independent state, Palestinians in the Occupied Territories are being granted certain elements of autonomy.

One of the major challenges facing the Palestinian leadership (and I believe part of it faces the Israelis) is to continue the negotiations successfully and to maintain security and stability, thereby starting a successful development process and  establishing the institutions of a Palestinian Administration in Palestine that will eventually become the administration of the future independent Palestinian state.

Establishing a PCBS

Institutions can only perform their roles properly if they are integrated into a well functioning system of public information.  Under occupation,  access to information was and still is partly controlled by Israel.  The Palestinians had to start building institutions with almost empty hands as far as information is concerned.

By decree of the PLO, the Palestinian Bureau of Statistics was established as the first central Palestinian institution in Palestine.  It  is considered to be a key element in the institution building process in Palestine.

PCBS has to set up the information infrastructure and foundations for all other public institutions.  In the meantime, the Palestinian Bureau of Statistics has become the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) thus being the only institution authorised to publish official Palestinian statistics.

Establishing an institution requires a plan built on a vision.  The implementation of the plan requires professional expertise. PCBS has been aware from the very beginning that building such a specialized institution like a statistical office can only be successful if sufficient international expertise can be mobilized. 

In January 1994,  the Statistical Office of the United Nations (UNSTAT) organized the first international conference in New York in support of PCBS. 

In this conference, PCBS had the opportunity to present itself to the international statistical community as a statistical office in being,  and to receive advice from the participants.  It was agreed that a Masterplan should be prepared as the basis for the institutional development of PCBS. 

Since then, the Masterplan has been completed with  financial and technical assistance from the Government of Germany and technical expertise from Sweden. It has already been adopted by the Palestinian National Authority and will be presented to you in the coming three days of this conference.

Since its establishment,  PCBS has made considerable progress. It is now an institution with 72 permanent employees. Periodically it has more than 100 temporary field workers. Several surveys have already been carried out.  These surveys constitute the first elements for building a Palestinian statistical data bank. 

As Minister of Economy, Trade and Industry in the PNA, I am very happy that PCBS has already completed an establishment census in Gaza and the Remaining West Bank.  This constitutes the first Palestinian primary data base for economic statistics.  It allows us to make a first analysis of the economic structure in the West Bank and Gaza in order to formulate adequate economic policies.

Furthermore, a business register will be established and also installed in the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry.  So my Ministry will be one of the first to benefit from the work of the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics.  Therefore, let me thank you very much and thank all who have contributed to this census.

On the four challenges
Friends, ladies and gentlemen, let me turn your attention again to the present political situation, especially the obstacles we are facing.  You remember that I said that we are facing four main challenges and I said that one of them is to continue the negotiations successfully.  I remember that in the night of the 19th of August 1993 in my secret speech at that time, I said that we are going to face four real challenges. 

The first challenge
The first challange is to continue the negotiations successfully.  I said that because the philosophy of the Palestinian-Israeli agreement is built on a gradual process, which for it to continue, should  be built on trust and we should be able to build trust.

As you know, the first stage of that agreement concerns Gaza and Jericho. According to the Declaration of Principles, the age of this agreement should be three months only,  not more. And we should come immediately to the early empowerment and to proceed simultaneously with the Gaza and Jericho agreement. And then, we should come to the interim agreement for all of the interim period.  

Unfortunately, what happened is that after the Gaza/ Jericho agreement, we spent three months negotiating about the transfer of authority over the five sectors. At that time, the early empowerment could not be  negotiated. And that is what happened. Then, we came to the interim agreement  and we asked what is going to happen.  

We are now faced with an up to now nine months delay, and we are still waiting to achieve the agreement for the interim period.  

Ladies and gentlemen,  without the interim agreement,  I don’t think that  there will be a Palestinian-Israeli peace because it is the gate for the final status. Furthermore, in our position, it is the gate for the Palestinian independent state. Without it,  I cannot see that there will be a real peace between the Palestinians and  the Israelis.

The timetable on the Declaration of Principles should be respected.  Unfortunately,  it is not. I hope, however, that the second timetable that has been  agreed between President Arafat and Foreign Minister Peres for the 15th of this coming June and the first of July would  be the last date for us  to reach an agreement for the interim period. I sincerely hope that it will succeed.  If it doesn’t, I can say, as can everybody,  that the agreement is not working, will not work, does not work.  I hope that we will not be forced to say this and I hope that we will be able to reach  an agreement by that time.  That’s the first challenge. Therefore,  to continue the negotiations successfully, mutual trust needs to exist.  Unfortunately,  there is a mistrust from both sides, and each side is criticizing the other. That is the first challenge, to continue the negotiations successfully.

The second challenge
The second challenge is to maintain security and stability.  Security is not an Israeli need only, it is also a Palestinian need.  If the Israelis undermine the Palestinian need for security, I think they will  be making a mistake.  Conversely, if we undermine, as Palestinians,  the need of the Israelis for security,  we will also be making a mistake, and therefore, it is mutual.  Our security is their security and their security is ours, but exaggerating one’s security needs without looking to the other’s needs may close one’s eyes to the real problem.  

What are the social security needs of the Palestinians?  Economic development is a security for the Palestinians. Now, the closure is a security for the Israelis, but a real danger for the Palestinians.  Unfortunately, the closure to  the Israelis is a policy. It used to be a reaction,  but now it is a policy.  I am afraid that we will start, and we  have actually started, to build our policy against the closure.  I wonder if that will be in the favor of the peace process, and therefore, the closure is a real danger.  Nonetheless,  I think there is a possibility to deal with one another in another way, other than closure. 

It is not the right “policy” to close all the West Bank and Gaza, to close all borders with Egypt and with Jordan, and to separate Gaza from the West Bank. What they are really doing now is separating Gaza from the West Bank, and not Gaza from Israel. Do you think this constitutes any danger?!  Our agreement was not for Gaza and Jericho only, our agreement is for the West Bank and Gaza as well.   Is this the agreement?  This is the Declaration of Principles only. 

Therefore, we  completely refuse, and without hesitation,  the proposals that came from the Prime Minister of Israel about a  Palestinian state in Gaza.  It is unacceptable!  It is unfeasible economically and morally from a national point of view.   We are not ready to sacrifice one inch of the West Bank and Gaza. We are not ready to sacrifice or desert the agreement for West Bank and Gaza.  Therefore,  we are not willing to delay the implementation of the second stage of the Agreement.  If we started to speak about a Palestinian state in Gaza, this is the clear and actual danger. The second challenge  which we are facing is thus to maintain security 

The third challenge
The third challenge is economic development:  I believe that everybody is aware of  the present situation in the West Bank and Gaza.  The situation is continuously deteriorating.  Things were very difficult and catastrophic even before we came here.  Now, it has deteriorated further, become even more difficult. It is now worse than before we came here,  and before the establishment of the PNA.  

Now, there are at least 100,000 unemployed Palestinian workers.  Previously, and before the establishment of the PNA,  there were about 120,000 Palestinians who were working in Israel.  The Israelis were practicing  closure also in those days.  During  periods of closure in the past,  before the establishment of the PNA, the Israelis were paying 10-15 million dollars monthly to be distributed to the Palestinian workers who were closed off from working in Israel.  After we came, they threw 100,000 unemployed Palestinians from Gaza and West Bank in the face of the PNA, who were to be added to the growing total of unemployed Palestinians  in the West Bank and Gaza.

That is one of the aspects of the difficult economic situation: no employment or infrastructure.  It seems to me that we were really mistaken, when we told our people that international assistance will come immediately, that there would be a peace dividend. You will immediately see that the situation has been changed. It is a mistake - our mistake, because economic development, the economic process itself, is  a long, long, long process.  You can’t realistically see the dividends, the revenues, the benefits of the developmental projects until after two, five or more years.  That is the reason why states make five or ten  year plans, and not a one or two months’ plan.

Our expectations were higher than they should have been.  Now, I am worried about the impact or  the influence of the economic situation on the whole process .

The fourth challenge
The fourth challenge is institution building.  I believe that in a very short time we were able to  establish a number of vital institutions.  We certainly need more and more,  but the process has started and we will continue.

These are the four main major challenges we are facing now. I believe that by this conference, while you are meeting here, you will help establish the support to one of the most important institutions in the PNA.

Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to thank you for having accepted the invitation to this conference and I am sure that this conference will produce the expected results and contribute to the further institutional development of  PCBS in particular and  to the evolution of the Palestinian administration in general.  Thank you very much for your attention and I wish all of you a successful conference and a very pleasant stay in Palestine.
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