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CHAPTER 1V

GEOGRAPHY AND ECONOMICS

Geography

1. Palestine, about the size of Wales or the State of Vermont, is geographic-
ally an integral part of Syria, having no natural frontier on the north. A
marked natural division within the country separates the rich soil of the coastal
strip and the plain of Esdraelon from the rocky mountain areas, parched for a
large part of the year, and from the southern deserts. In the wide coastal plain
there are thriving towns—Acre, Haifa, Tel-Aviv, Jaffa and Gaza—with ports
and a variety of industries. Here, moreover, is to be found intensive cultiva-
tion, by Arab and Jew alike, with attention concentrated on the old and profit-
able pursuit of citrus growing. The mountains contain not only desolate areas
of barren rock and deforested hillside, but also fertile valleys and basins where
cereals are grown ; in addition remarkable results have been achieved in the
cultivation of olives, vines and fruit trees on tiny terraced strips constructed
and maintained with great patience and skill. In summer the hills are dry.
[n winter heavy rains tear away soil from every hillside that is not adequately
protected by terracing or forest cover, and constant warfare has to be carried

on against erosion.

2. Nearly all the Jews of Palestine and almost half the Arabs live in the
plains, though these contain less than one-seventh of the total area of Palestine,
while the mountains and the southern deserts are populated, apart from
scattered Jewish colonies, exclusively by Arabs. Both Arab and Jew put
forward historical and cultural claims to the whole of Palestine, and even the
great deserts to the south, almost rainless and with more rock than soil, are
not uncontested. With a small, semi-nomadic or nomadic Arab population.
their emptiness appears to the Jews as a challenge to their powers of colon-
isation ; and, despite the unpromising outlook on any economic test, the
Arabs regard proposals for Jewish settlement as yet further evidence of
the well-planned ** creeping conquest ”’. Geography, indeed, partly explains
the intransigent claims of both sides to the whole countrv. The plains are
too small and the mountains too poor to subsist as independent economies.

3. The significance of Palestine in international affairs, apart from its
possible strategic importance, derives largely from the fact that it lies across
natural lines of communication. Major railway and road communications pass
through the country. It is’on the route between two great centres of Arab
culture, Cairo and Damascus ; between Egypt, the administrative centre of
the Arab League, and other member states ; and between Iraq and the newly
independent state of Trans-Jordan and their outlets to the Mediterranean ;
and it has great potential importance in the air traffic of the future. Palestine
is also deeply involved in the business and politics of the international trade
in oil ; for, although there are no wells in the country, a pipe-line delivers a
stream of crude oil to the great refineries at Haifa ; and from there tankers
deliver it to countries around and beyond the Mediterranean. The American
concession in Saudi Arabia may produce another stream converging on much
the same point of distribution.
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