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Elections 2021 – Shrinking Democratic Space in Israel 

In recent years, government leadership and the Knesset have launched numerous initiatives 

and bills that infringe on democratic freedoms in Israel and violate human rights. Israel’s Basic 

Laws, which constitute the foundation of Israeli democracy and are supposed to prevent the 

undermining of its democratic principles, have been frequently amended in accordance with 

the whims and fleeting political needs of those in power. This has been accompanied by the 

defamation and delegitimization of institutions that form the basis of, as well as safeguard, 

the very existence of a democratic system—including the Supreme Court, law enforcement 

agencies such as the Prosecutor’s Office and the Police, political rivals, the media and 

journalists, as well as civil society organizations and activists working towards human rights. 

In order to protect Israeli democracy and halt the trend of a shrinking democratic space in 

Israel, action must be taken in the public domain. It is critical to recognize the various aspects 

of this phenomenon, address them as a whole, and commit to actions that will halt this trend 

and safeguard the foundations of democracy. In addition, targeted actions must be taken to 

block government initiatives and bills on the national agenda. When a wide range of anti-

democratic legislative initiatives are presented together, it is clear that the intention behind 

them is not substantive, but instead reflects an attempt to fundamentally alter the means by 

which Israeli democracy operates, including its various gatekeepers, the rule of law, and 

especially the delicate system of checks and balances. 

The following are some of the most significant laws and initiatives that must be opposed in 

order to ensure the resilience of Israeli democracy and protect human rights: 

1. Basic Law: The Nation-State Law 

 This law changed the balance between the democratic and Jewish components of the state, 

giving a clear preference to its Jewish characteristics over its democratic principles. As a Basic 

Law, this act of legislation is now a part of the constitutional framework of the State of Israel 

and, therefore, is defining of the state’s character and features. Despite this, the law does not 

include any commitment to democracy, nor to the human rights and equality of all the citizens 

of the state, including minority groups. The law effectively declares that the Jewish citizens of 

Israel enjoy unique and preferential collective and individual rights, without ensuring any 

protection for the rights of non-Jews. Moreover, the only reference to Arabs relates to the 

weakening and reduction of their rights regarding their communities, the Arabic language, and 

more.  

What needs to be done? At the very least, action must be taken to amend the law in order 

to safeguard democratic institutions and guarantee protection for minority rights and equal 

rights for all. A constitution is made through broad consensus between all of the different 
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sections of the nation, and not by imposing the opinion of a political majority at a given 

moment in time. 

2. Protecting the Supreme Court 

 The Supreme Court is the central pillar in the separation of powers by defending against the 

tyranny of the majority. The Supreme Court in Israel has been the target of an extended 

delegitimization campaign and has been threatened by legislation designed to restrict its 

authority and curtail its power. The most dangerous bill that is currently being considered is 

the so-called “Override Clause,” which seeks to strip the Supreme Court of the authority to 

check the government and balance its power. This legislation would diminish the ability of the 

Supreme Court to protect human rights, especially the rights of minorities, as well as allow 

various political agendas to be pursued in an illegal or unconstitutional manner by 

circumventing the rule of law. The prolonged assault on the Supreme Court has been 

accompanied by attacks all law enforcement bodies and on all institutions that audit the 

actions of the State.  

What needs to be done? It is crucial to ensure the resilience of the Supreme Court, 

specifically, and of the court system in Israel generally, as well as to prevent the abolition of 

its authority, which will create a tyranny of the majority in Israel. Illegal and unconstitutional 

policies regarding refugees, the Arab minority, the Occupied Territories, security or any other 

issue cannot be accepted simply because they enjoy the support of the political majority at 

any given moment.  

The Override Clause must be opposed, whether in its specific or general form, and whether 

it is introduced as an amendment to the Basic Laws or through a separate bill. It is also 

important to oppose other legislative initiatives that seek to curtail the powers of the Supreme 

Court. (For details, see the document What is the Problem with the Override Clause?). 

3. Protecting the rule of law and the law enforcement system 

 All the institutions that ensure the rule of law in Israel are currently under attack and have 

been the victims of a delegitimization campaign over recent years, including the Police and its 

Chief Commissioner, the State Attorney’s Office, the Attorney General, the State Comptroller, 

and the legal advisors in the civil service. This trend poses a threat to the rule of law – one of 

the pillars of the democratic system.  

What needs to be done? These institutions must be protected, including fighting against 

legislation intended to curtail their authority, such as legislative proposals seeking to curtail 

the powers of the State Comptroller or concerning the appointment of legal advisors in the 

civil service – two initiatives promoted over recent years. 

https://www.acri.org.il/post/__198
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4. Defending the free media and civil society organizations 

 Institutions responsible for criticizing the authorities in a democratic system have been under 

attack for many years. A free and diverse civil society and a free media are vital for the very 

existence of a democratic system of government. These assaults on the media are significant 

not only in terms of proposed legislation that seek to curtail the activities of these institutions, 

but also in terms of the chilling effect of the campaign against them.  

What needs to be done? It is vital to ensure the free, legitimate, and diverse activity of these 

institutions, even when they present criticism and views that oppose the government’s 

agenda. More specifically, legislation that seeks to curtail and impair the legal and legitimate 

activities of these institutions must be opposed.  

5. Defending religious pluralism and combating the exclusion of women 

 In recent years, numerous initiatives and decisions have damaged religious pluralism in Israel. 

There has also been a growing trend toward the exclusion of women from the public domain. 

These trends are liable to impair freedom of religion and conscience in Israel and to worsen 

the status of women, the LGBT+ community, and others.  

What needs to be done? These trends must be opposed and action must be taken to ensure 

religious pluralism and safeguard the equality of all sections of the population. 

6. Freedom of expression and conscience 

 Numerous initiatives have been launched, or are currently being discussed, that damage the 

freedom of expression in Israel. This is demonstrated by the Loyalty in Culture Law, policies 

that restrict diversity of opinions in the education system, and the persecution of those who 

seek to oppose the occupation through legal (though unpopular) means. Without pluralism 

and ideological diversity, there will be no democracy in Israel.  

What needs to be done? Initiatives that seek to curtail freedom of expression must be 

opposed. The state cannot be allowed to “boycott” those who oppose government policy 

through the imposition of fines, denial of public support, or refusal to cooperate. 

Ahead of the upcoming elections and the formation of a new Knesset and government, we 

urge you to act to promote the range of issues detailed above, in order to halt the growing 

and worsening trend toward a shrinking democratic space in Israel. 


