Palestinian Airlines and Its
140 Employees

by Hugh Fitzgerald
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Bassam Eid is a Palestinian journalist and human rights
activist who must publish in Israel and the West, for he
exhibits a most unusual characteristic for Palestinian
journalists: he tells the truth.

Here is his discussion of Palestinian Airlines, its rise,
fall, and continued, phantasmagorical and expensive existence,
with no planes but 140 employees.

Palestinian human rights activist Bassem Eid noticed
something strange during his research into the spending of
the Palestinian Authority.

I was not aware that there was a Palestinian Airlines either,
but then again, I was also not aware there was a a
palestinian space agency. Both sound as valid as the
palestinian museum.[the Palestinian Space Agency and the
Palestinian Museum will be discussed in later posts]

But believe it or not, there is a Palestinian Airlines — and
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I am not referring to Mahmoud Abbas’ $50 million private
jet.The airline can trace its roots back to the Interim
Agreement on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, which was
signed by both Israel and Palestine in 0Oslo, Norway in 1995.
Under the simply named Oslo II Accord, a joint agreement with
the two countries would see the nations of Japan, Morocco,
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Spain and Germany agree to fund the
construction of what would become the Gaza Strip’s main
airport.

The airport would come equipped with a terminal capable of
handling 700,000 passengers per year, a 10,000-foot runway, a
control tower and navigational equipment. Plans called for
the airport to be built in the southern end of the Gaza
Strip, with the airport’s southern arrivals and departures
flying directly into Egypt and avoiding Israeli airspace
altogether.

The terminal was supposed to handle 700,000 passengers per
year. For the past six years it has handled somewhat
less: zero passengers per year.

Once a commercial airport was established, the Palestinian
Authority moved forward with a plan to establish a flag
carrier for the embattled country. The airline was officially
announced 1in 1995 with financial backing coming from the
Netherlands and Saudi Arabia, who donated two Fokker 50s and
a Boeing 727 to help start operations.

Nothing spells success for the Palestinian Authority as
relying on foreign handouts for everything it tries to do. It
is a perennial leach. The entire fleet consisted of donated
planes — two Fokker-50s and a Boeing 727.

The newly-formed Palestinian Airlines would also join the
Arab Air Carriers 0Organization, with its introduction to the
alliance coming in 1999. While the airline officially started



operations in 1997, limits were quickly established on where
it could fly. The Yasser Arafat International Airport was
still under construction in Gaza, leaving the airline to
commence service in the Egyptian towns of Port Said and Arish
to Jeddah, Saudi Arabia and Amman, Jordan.

Once the airline’s home in the Gaza Strip was completed, all
operations were transferred to the new airport. Palestinian
Airlines quickly expanded to include service to additional
countries including Turkey, Bahrain, Qatar, Egypt and the
United Arab Emirates. The airline would also come to take
hold of an Ilyushin Il-62 to help with their expansion plans.

The Ilyushin II-62 was also a gift, reportedly paid for by
Gulf Arabs.

While the airline was expanding, it was not completely free
of Israeli restrictions. Under the Oslo II Accord, Israel had
the right to restrict the airport’s schedule, which
frequently saw the airport shuttered during the nighttime
hours. The airport’s security was also administered by the
Israeli government due to fears that the Palestinians would
lapse on security due to the economic instability of Gaza.

Unfortunately, the 0Oslo II Accord soured over time and
increased tensions between the Israelis and Palestinians led
to the breakout of the Second Intifada in the early 2000s.
Palestinian Airlines was forced to suspend operations while
Israel and Palestine escalated their conflict.

Fearing that the Palestinians would use Yasser Arafat Airport
for weapons smuggling into the Gaza Strip, Israel made the
airport a primary target, destroying both the radar and
control towers 1in 2001 before carving up the runway using
bulldozers in 2002. In addition to its smuggling fears,
Israel also claimed that the dismantling was in response to a
Palestinian raid that killed four Israeli soldiers.



With no home airport inside Palestine, the flag carrier fled
back across the border and restarted operations at El Arish
International Airport in Egypt. However, getting Palestinians
to Arish was a struggle, as Egyptian security could take up
to a day processing those traveling into and out of the
country. To attempt to ease the issue, the airline still
manned the ticket counters at Yasser Arafat Airport, hoping
to sell tickets to passengers inside Gaza and simplify their
flying experience.

With this restriction, and the flag carrier operating 30
miles from its home opposite a major international border,
the consumer base for Palestinian Airlines slowly dried up.
The airline removed the Boeing 727 and Ilyushin Il-62 from
its fleet before suspending operations outright in 2005. The
Palestinian Authority would hold on to the two Fokker 50s and
lease them to other airlines while they waited for a chance
to restart operations.

Nota bene: Palestinian Airways suspended operations for the
first time in 2005, and only opened again in 2012, seven years
later. But the entire staff remained on the payroll.

That chance [to re-open] would finally come in 2012, when the
airline announced it would restart service using its Fokker
50s and a route map that would, yet again, be based in Arish,
Egypt with flights to Cairo, Amman and Jeddah. But much like
their previous experience at Arish, Palestine was at too much
of a disadvantage to make use of their airline.

The airline would last less than two years before re-
suspending operations. The Palestinian Authority returned to
leasing their Fokker 50s, with Niger Airlines currently being
the home for the two aircraft. Despite having no current
operations, the airline is still an active member in the
ICAO, IATA and Arab Air Carriers Organization.



From 2012 to 2014, the airline sputtered along with exactly
two small planes, each with only 56 seats,using the airport in
ELl Arish, Egypt, before shutting down its service for good. It
now leases those Fokker-50s to Niger Airlines. Palestinian
Airlines has been without any planes for the past six years.

While Palestine hopes to have the airline flying again, the
prospect of coming home to Gaza grows bleaker and bleaker.
The airport sustained more damage in recent years, with the
terminal and ramps areas taking heavy bombings by Israeli
forces in 2014. Given that the Egyptian rehabilitation
attempts have proven too costly for the airline, Palestinian
Airlines 1is currently a flag carrier with no home, no service
and no clear future.

With 140 employees. Seems legit.

What is the reason for continuing to pay 140 employees, year
after year, when there are no planes, no working airport, no
passengers, and thus nothing for them to do? But that 1is
precisely one of the secrets of the PA’s success. It is able
to provide employment, but without any actual work to do, in
return for the undying loyalty of those so favored. These no-
show non-jobs are carefully distributed to relatives and
friends of the PA’'s leaders. That way their loyalty to those
leaders is assured, and those leaders are in turn loyal to the
Man At the Top, Mahmoud Abbas, who gave them the positions
that allowed them to hire their family and friends. Those 140
non-working employees do have the tedious task of depositing
their paychecks in their bank accounts a dozen times a year,
but with direct deposit they may be spared even that effort.
They have nothing else to do.

Palestinian Airlines would be in operation today, if Hamas
hadn’t decided to make war on Israeli civilians. It was during
the Second Intifada, during the early 2000s, that Israel,
fearing weapons smuggling by the Palestinians into Gaza, made



the airport a primary target, destroying both the radar and
control towers in 2001, and then using bulldozers to dig up
the runway in 2002.

The PA doesn’t appear terribly concerned that there 1is no
longer a Palestinian Airlines. Mahmoud Abbas has his $50
million private jet, his $13 million palace in Ramallah, and
his $400 million fortune in foreign real estate and foreign
bank accounts under his grandsons’ names. That'’s what matters
to him. His cronies — Saeb Erekat, Hanan Ashrawi, Mohammed
Shtayyeh, and another few dozen — are all set for life. And
the 140 employees of the Palestinian Airlines who continue to
collect their salaries as part of the family-and-friends plan
that the corrupt and nepotistic PA has put in place, are doing
just fine. The ordinary Palestinians, of course, are another
thing. But who — aside from the Israelis, who have persuaded
the Emir of Qatar to continue his donations to Gaza, and who
offer free medical care to Palestinian children needing
advanced treatment — cares about them?
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