
 

February 2021  

Elections 2021 – Social Justice for People Living in Poverty – Ensuring Vital 

Services, a Dignified Existence, and Protection of Debtors; Enacting a Basic 

Law – Social Rights 

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

the Association for Civil Rights in Israel and the Clinic for Human Rights in the Civil Proceeding 

at the University of Haifa – are writing in order to encourage you to adopt policies that 

promote genuine social justice, as detailed below: 

A. Ensuring basic services: The basic services listed below form an essential part of 

protecting the basic right to a dignified existence and a decent standard of living for 

citizens of the State of Israel. Due to lack of space, we have limited ourselves to a small 

sample of suggestions to correct the shortcomings that make it so difficult for many 

citizens to realize their rights to employment, welfare, and basic services such as 

electricity and water. 

1. Ensure vital services, including water and electricity, for all: Cut the high level of 

water and electricity tariffs; introduce reduced water tariffs for citizens receiving 

basic benefits and for those with special needs, including sick people and people with 

disabilities; establish a prohibition against the disconnection of water and electricity 

services for populations unable to pay the high tariffs.  

2. Ensure a dignified existence for people of limited means: Establish a regularly-

updated mechanism specifying and quantifying the minimum standards for a 

dignified existence; update the level of supplementary income and unemployment 

benefits so that those in need can enjoy a dignified existence; significantly improve 

welfare services, including a substantial increase in staffing positions for social 

workers, establish a binding basket of welfare services, and moderate the impact of 

the mechanism for budgeting welfare services, which discriminates against the 

residents of poorer local authorities; promote legislation to protect the right to due 

process in the welfare system, including the right to legal representation in the 

system and in the juvenile courts in proceedings concerning care for children at risk. 

3. Help debtors free themselves from poverty: Reinforce and adapt protections for 

debtors in poverty in their contacts with various public bodies; overall arrangement 

of the currently diffuse debt collection system in Israel; prohibition against the denial 

of basic services as a tool for collecting debts. 

B. Promoting a Proposed Basic Law: Social Rights: These rights have not yet been enshrined 

in a basic law in Israel. As a result, social rights not only lack the necessary protection to 
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ensure social justice, but their status is also inferior to that of the economic and property 

rights enshrined in Basic Laws. A Basic Law: Social Rights should be promoted in order to 

ensure the realization and protection of these rights. 

We ask you to include these issues in your party’s platform, to raise them on the public 

agenda during the election campaign, and to work to promote them after the elections. This 

will help remove the existing shortcomings that impede the realization of socioeconomic 

rights in the State of Israel. 

The following sections present our requests in detail: 

1. The Right to Water: Transforming Water from a Commodity to a Basic Right 

The right to water is a basic and fundamental one that is derived from the right to life, the 

right to dignity, the right to health, and the principle of equality. No one denies that there are 

clear links between health, a decent standard of living, and a regular supply of clean water. 

Without water, there is no life, and, when water is limited or of poor quality, healthy life 

cannot be maintained. 

In recent years, there have been significant changes in the water industry. A sweeping reform 

has led to a sharp rise in the cost of water, and the operation of water systems and supply of 

water have been transferred to water corporations. 

A. Cutting water rates: In 2010, the subsidy on water prices was cut in a single sweep and, 

since then, prices have been set according to real costs. As a result, domestic consumer 

water rates have soared by dozens of percent, and the public in Israel now pays 

excessively high prices for water. A genuine commitment to the right to water requires a 

struggle against the financial whims that currently dictate water prices. We urge you to 

undertake a new reform regarding water prices in order to return prices to a level that 

is affordable for all, including the provision of a government subsidy for the water 

industry in order to cut costs – and not for other purposes, as is currently the case. 

B. Discounts in water rates: At the very least, considering the dramatic rise in water prices, 

discounts should be introduced for vulnerable and disadvantaged populations. Thus far, 

there are only limited benefits offered to people with disabilities and elderly people. 

Moreover, these discounts are not provided from the first drop of water, and apply only 

after 5 cu.m. of water have been consumed, by equalizing the price to that of this initial 

quantity. We urge you to establish significant discounts in water prices for the relevant 

populations, including citizens who require basic income support and people with 

special needs, including sick people and people with disabilities. These discounts should 

apply from the first drop of water. 

C. Attending to poor water infrastructure of public housing tenants and underprivileged 

neighborhoods, in order to avoid the accumulation of massive debts due to water leaks. 
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2. The Right to Electricity: In 2021 Life without Electricity is Life without Dignity  

Similar to the right to water, the right to electricity is a basic, fundamental right. In a modern 

country such as Israel, electricity is a basic commodity required for a dignified and healthy 

human existence. In cases of serious medical conditions or extreme weather, it even 

constitutes a condition for life. Therefore, every person, regardless of their economic 

condition, should be entitled to a supply of electricity sufficient to meet their basic needs. 

A. Cutting high electricity rates and expanding the circle of those entitled to discounts: 

Electricity rates in Israel have risen significantly over recent years. Although electricity is 

a basic commodity, it has become a luxury that not everyone can afford. According to the 

Central Bureau of Statistics, 41% of the population in 2013 (approx. 2.1 million people) 

went without adequate heating or cooling of their home, and 24% of the population 

(approx. 1.2 million people) were in debt in the payment of their electric, water, and gas 

bills due to financial difficulties. These figures demonstrate that even the reduced rate 

currently offered is inadequate, and does not include all the population groups who 

cannot afford to pay their bills. In light of the plans to further raise electricity rates, we 

urge you to promote a reform to cut electricity rates and to work towards expanding 

the circle of those eligible for a discount. 

B. Ending disconnection: Even after the updating of the criteria for disconnecting the 

electricity supply, the Israel Electric Company (IEC) still disconnects or restricts the supply 

to tens of thousands of customers a year due to debts – including consumers living in 

poverty and those whose medical condition requires an electric connection. Instead of 

collecting debts through proportionate and controlled means, such as the legal system 

and the Executor’s Office, the extreme measure of disconnection is improperly used as a 

tool for enforcement. A legal proceeding initiated by ACRI is currently pending at the 

Supreme Court—we are asking the Court to order the State not to disconnect 

impoverished debtors; to establish protections against disconnection for debtors facing 

serious medical problems; and to transfer the authority to order disconnection from the 

IEC to the Electricity Authority. We urge you to undertake actions in order to ban the 

disconnection of impoverished populations or consumers whose medical condition 

requires a stable electricity supply, as well as to undertake collection through legal 

means, such as through the Executor’s Office. 

3. The Right to a Dignified Existence: The Disintegration of the Social Safety Net 

The policy adopted in Israel over recent decades has sought to reduce the supply of social 

services through extensive cuts in the budgets that are allocated to the government ministries 

and public institutions that are responsible for providing these services. At the same time, 

areas of activity that were once regarded as part of the inherent role of state bodies have 

undergone rapid processes of privatization. Due to lack of space – and due to the regrettably 

large number of examples – we will mention here just a few of the areas where the State has 
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clearly retreated from its commitment to providing a social safety net, and suggest ways to 

move forward. 

A. Establishment of a mechanism for determining a criterion for dignified existence and 

updating the level of benefits: Despite recognition of the right to a dignified existence as 

a basic right, the State has not managed to define a criterion for dignified existence in 

order to ensure this right for all residents. Thus, there is currently no mechanism to 

examine the level of pensions in Israel and the support they provide as a whole, 

particularly with regard to the right to a dignified existence, the needs of Israeli residents 

living in poverty, the cost of living, or the average per capita expenditure. Generally, 

benefits are set as an arbitrary derivative of an equally arbitrary “basic amount.” It is 

highly doubtful whether these benefits can indeed provide even a minimal dignified 

existence, let alone give families and their children any chance of escaping the poverty 

cycle. 

 The supplementary income benefit offers a powerful illustration of the problems created 

by the lack of criterion for a dignified existence. This benefit is for families who have no 

income and are unable to work. Over the years, following a series of budget cuts, the level 

of the benefit has decreased. For example, a family that is comprised of two parents and 

two or more children today receives a monthly supplementary income benefit of just NIS 

2,941, while an individual receives NIS 1,756 a month. It is clear that in this state of affairs, 

the supplementary income benefit does not allow a dignified existence or ensure 

nutritional security for families who have no other assets or income. Moreover, since the 

1970s, when the benefit was first introduced, there has never been a discussion of its 

level nor updating it; on the contrary – arbitrary cuts have been made, without any in-

depth examination of the consequences. 

 We urge you to undertake actions that will establish a mechanism detailing the criterion 

for a minimal dignified existence and examine the level of benefits in light of this right. 

As part of this area, we encourage you to act towards securing a significant 

improvement in support for citizens requiring supplementary income benefit and to 

raise the level of this benefit and restore ancillary benefits. The goal should be that 

every person in Israel will enjoy a dignified existence.  

B. Establishing standards for a dignified existence in the context of insolvency: In 2019, the 

Insolvency Law came into force, which stipulated that individuals in insolvency (previously 

bankruptcy) proceedings should be left with sufficient funds to permit a dignified 

existence. The method for calculating the subsistence allowance was supposed to be 

determined by rules issued by the Minister of Justice, but such rules have not yet been 

determined. In 2020, a government committee was established in order to set the rules, 

and the undersigned submitted comments as part of a published call for proposals. 

 As of the time of writing, it is unclear what happened to the committee and at what stage 

the wording of the rules is. This severely violates the right of people in debt and poverty 
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and who are in insolvency proceedings to a dignified existence, since the monthly 

payment order imposed on them today is determined on the basis of an arbitrary and 

abusive procedure, issued without authority. We urge you to act towards promoting 

rules for calculating an allocation for a dignified existence during insolvency 

proceedings. The model must be sensitive to complex family situations, as well as to 

gender and cultural aspects, and must be based on empirical data and a relevant factual 

infrastructure. 

C. Unemployment insurance program: The goal of this program is to provide a reasonable 

solution in the case of sudden damage to a person’s income due to unemployment. In 

this respect, the program is important both in terms of enabling the person to cope with 

the far-reaching ramifications of unemployment and as a vital tool for facilitating the 

proper functioning of the labor market. Over the past decade, following sharp cuts to 

assistance programs for the unemployed, the conditions of eligibility for unemployment 

benefit now exclude many people not in employment. The level of unemployment benefit 

has also been reduced. In these circumstances many unemployed people are left without 

income allowing a dignified existence during the interim period before they return to the 

world of work. We urge you to act to change this situation, and to introduce a resilient 

social insurance mechanism in Israel creating a safety net and ensuring full social 

protection for citizens who face financial hardship due to lack of employment. 

4. Legal Regulation of Care for Children at Risk in the Welfare System 

A. Formalizing the authorities of the Planning, Care, and Evaluation Committees: The 

Planning, Care, and Evaluation Committees are responsible, among other functions, for 

deciding whether to remove children from their parents’ guardianship and place them in 

external frameworks. Although the actions of these committees can potentially cause 

serious violations of the basic rights of parents and children, particularly those from 

vulnerable and excluded populations, they operate without any authorization in primary 

legislation and, instead, are based on administrative guidelines introduced almost 20 

years ago (and even these are not always implemented in full). The working methods of 

the committees and the manner in which the authorities of social workers are activated 

in this field have been the subject of serious public criticism, and have been discussed for 

over a decade in various professional committees, as well as by the State Comptroller. 

Unfortunately, the recommendations of these professional committees have very rarely 

been implemented, and the State Comptroller’s criticisms have also not yet had any 

impact in practice. The Ministry of Welfare published a draft memorandum for a bill on 

this subject, but has failed to advance the bill for almost two years. Moreover, the content 

of the proposed legislation is inadequate in terms of the protections of human rights that 

it embodies. We urge you to act in order to formalize the rights of parents and children in 

circumstances when the welfare system intervenes in family life and in parental 

autonomy, particularly among the most vulnerable populations in Israel, as well as to 
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correct the fundamentally defective legal situation that has existed in this field for 

decades. 

B. Legal representation for families of children at risk in the welfare system and the Juvenile 

Courts. At present, parents do not have the right to be represented at the Planning, Care, 

and Evaluation Committees, despite the legal right to representation before state 

authorities. The new legislation that is supposed to be advanced also prohibits such 

representation. Moreover, many of the parents whose children’s cases are heard before 

the Juvenile Court are also not represented in all the stages of the proceeding, due to 

various obstacles. We urge you to undertake actions that will correct this situation, and 

to establish a right to representation at the State’s expense, without a means test, 

through the Ministry of Justice’s legal aid system.  

C. Protection of at-risk children of Ethiopian origin and of their parents’ rights: The 

proportion of Ethiopian children among those defined as at-risk is dramatically higher 

than their proportion in the population. Despite this, and despite significant differences 

in needs and culture, there is a lack of welfare services adapted to fit the needs of 

Ethiopian families. For example, there are no adjusted diagnostic tools for examining the 

need for placement in special education, and no appropriate tools for evaluating parental 

capacity. The application of uniform tools to the entire population harms a population for 

whom these tools were not intended. As a result, there are higher levels of placement of 

Ethiopian children, both in frameworks outside the home and in special education. We 

urge you to undertake actions to establish tools and mechanisms that are adapted to 

the needs of the Ethiopian population in the fields of welfare and education, including 

the introduction of suitable evaluation tools.  

5. Establishing a Binding Basket of Welfare Services and Moderating the Matching 

Method Applied to Welfare Budgets  

At present, there is no basket of welfare services in Israel, and with a few exceptions the State 

is not obliged to provide welfare services. Moreover, the welfare offices receive only partial 

funding (75%), while the local authority is required to cover the remaining 25% of any service 

or staffing position (the “matching” method). As a result, there are large gaps between 

financially strong local authorities and weaker authorities, which seriously harms the equality 

between residents. Action should be taken in order to define a uniform and binding basket 

of welfare services, and to moderate the harmful impact of the current budgeting method.  

6. Debts and Poverty: Lack of National Policy Combined with a Decentralized 

Collection System Lacking Adequate Protections 

A. The urgent need for national policy to strengthen the social safety net, particularly in 

light of the Coronavirus crisis: ACRI has struggled over recent years to collect statistical 

data concerning debts, in order to understand the scope of the phenomenon and develop 
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appropriate tools. This struggle has been successful, and the Enforcement and Collection 

Authority has started to investigate this subject in recent years. The studies paint an 

alarming picture that demands a response from the next government. For example, the 

studies have found that the most frequent reason for debt is unemployment or the loss 

of income of a partner. In demographic terms, debtors at the Executor’s Office are more 

likely to live in peripheral areas than in the center of the country; most of them belong to 

the lower socioeconomic clusters; around 81% have 12 years’ schooling or less; 91% are 

not represented by an attorney; most are still working, while the most common reasons 

for lack of employment are disability and retirement. Lastly, half of debtors among the 

Jewish population and two-thirds among Arabs were again forced to cope with debts 

through the Executor’s Office within 10 years from closing the previous debt. 

 Against the background of the serious economic crisis caused by the Coronavirus 

pandemic, these figures are merely the tip of the iceberg, since they still do not reflect 

the ramifications of this crisis. We anticipate that over the coming years the situation 

facing those who were in debt before the crisis will continue to worsen, and that they will 

be joined by “new” debtors whose financial condition has deteriorated due to the 

Coronavirus crisis (self-employed, small business owners, workers placed on unpaid leave 

or dismissed, etc.). It is also important to consider the ramifications of the damage to 

education over the past year, which will inevitably lead to widening gaps in education and 

impair social mobility among children from disadvantaged populations.  

 There is a serious need to formulate a national economic plan that will address this 

forecast before it is too late. 

 Debt distress is a key factor in creating and exacerbating poverty, as well as a key obstacle 

preventing people from extracting themselves from poverty. Accordingly, the fear is that 

the “new” debtors will be unable to recover from the severe blow, and that poverty rates 

in Israel will increase. At the same time, those who survived the crisis, and in some cases 

even flourished, will continue to gain strength. The new Insolvency Law creates a link 

between addressing the debt and financial rehabilitation, but the term “financial 

rehabilitation” appears to focus on the individual, without requiring the State to examine 

the existing solutions and needs for improvement. This is particularly important in the 

case of the elderly, people with disabilities, single-parent families surviving on benefits, 

low-income workers or the unemployed – all populations that survive on a limited budget 

that is not sufficient to ensure a dignified existence given the cost of living in Israel. For 

these populations, even thousands of hours of “proper financial conduct” classes will not 

help them to extricate themselves from poverty. 

 We urge you to introduce broad-based national policy that will provide optimum 

solutions for those living in poverty and those in debt or at risk of entering debt. 

 B. Reforming the collection system, including the Tax Ordinance (Collection): The debt 

collection system in Israel is decentralized and uneven, and can potentially cause serious 
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human rights violations. Different public bodies are subject to different acts of legislation, 

some of which are draconian and outdated. Many debts are collected separately by the 

relevant body, which deny debtors a chance to breathe and to regulate all their debts. 

Debtors’ rights vary according to the proceeding and are regularly violated. Many sections 

of the collection system of public bodies have been privatized and handed over to private 

collection companies, without any effective supervision or control. ACRI believes that 

collection under the Tax Ordinance (Collection) should be abolished, since this is a 

draconian system compounded by the use of private collection companies. Collection 

should be transferred to the Fines Collection Center of the Enforcement and Collection 

Authority, which provides debtors with various procedural protections. At the least, the 

use of the Tax Ordinance (Collection) should be confined solely to the collection of taxes, 

and collection by the local authorities and water corporations should be transferred to 

the Enforcement and Collection Authority in order to ensure a uniform and egalitarian 

mechanism and the protection of debtors’ rights. During the outgoing Knesset, a small 

part of the collection system of the local authorities was indeed transferred to the Fines 

Collection Center. This is a welcome step, but it is not enough—we believe that all debt 

collection should be similarly transferred. We urge you to undertake to promote a 

comprehensive reform in the debt collection system in Israel in order to protect the 

rights of people in debt, and particularly those living in poverty.  

C. Reforming the arrears interest imposed on debts: The outgoing Knesset passed an 

amendment to the Executor’s Office Law (Novel Coronavirus – Amendment No. 68 and 

Temporary Provision). As part of the amendment, arrears interest will be cut by 50% for 

debtors whose files were opened during the Coronavirus period and who undertake to 

repay their debt within two years. This amendment follows another amendment passed 

over the last two years providing for a reduction of 25% in the arrears interest paid by 

debtors at the Executor’s Office.  

 These amendments were adopted after years of criticism at the excessive level of arrears 

interest imposed on citizens, particularly by strong bodies such as the banks and credit 

companies – interest that doubles and sometimes triples the original debt. Even those 

debtors making payments are unable to repay their debt, since the accruing interest 

exceeds their monthly repayments. For example, the State Comptroller’s Report found 

that of the total amount of debt at the Executor’s Office, only 11% constitutes the capital 

of the debt, while the remainder – 89% - is arrears interest, levies, and expenses. 

 ACRI’s position is that arrears interest is intended to incentivize debtors to pay their debt 

promptly, and to punish debtors who are in arrears. However, in the case of people who 

are unable to pay, rather than those evading payment, the goal of incentivizing payment 

does not apply. The only purpose that can apply to arrears interest in these cases is a 

punitive one, and the reason for the punishment is the debtor’s financial incapacity.  
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 In 2019, the Ministry of Finance established a committee led by the Deputy Comptroller 

General in order to examine the interest rates imposed in accordance with the 

Adjudication of Interest and Linkage Law, 5721-1961. We submitted our position as 

summarized above to the committee after it issued a request for submissions, but it is 

unclear what became of the committee and whether it has submitted any 

recommendations. 

 Accordingly, in order to defend the right to a dignified life of people living in poverty and 

to correct the current distorted reality, in which people facing poverty pay more, we urge 

you to commit to a reform concerning arrears interest. This should include the 

amendment of existing legislation to allow for a reduction in the arrears interest rate 

up to 100%, according to the debtors’ living circumstances. 

D. The National Insurance Institute is the only creditor (except for the children of a person 

liable to make child support payments) who has the right to offset and deduct amounts 

of debt from various benefits. Despite attempts to promote legislation on this issue (for 

example, in order to prohibit the offsetting of parents’ debts from the child benefit they 

receive), there has been no change in the law and the harmful policies persist. We urge 

you to support amendments prohibiting the National Insurance Institute from offsetting 

debts from benefits intended to ensure a basic existence and from increments paid to 

families living on these benefits – such as child benefits. 

7. Basic Law: Social Rights 

Although social rights are part of the fabric of basic rights in the State of Israel, they have not 

yet been included explicitly in the country’s Basic Laws. This contrasts with the situation 

concerning other civil and political rights included in the Basic Laws adopted in 1992 – the 

Basic Law: Human Dignity and Liberty and the Basic Law: Freedom of Occupation. In the 

current reality, social rights are not effectively secured and are frequently violated – a problem 

that led to the large social protests of 2011. Moreover, social rights have been relegated to an 

inferior status when they need to be weighed against economic and property interests, which 

are formalized in the existing Basic Laws.  

Socioeconomic rights should be enshrined in a Basic Law: Social Rights. Among other aspects, 

this law will include the rights to a dignified existence, nutritional security, housing, health, 

education, and social security, and the right to employment, including organized labor and the 

right to strike. The Basic Law: Social Rights drafted by ACRI seeks to ensure that all these rights 

will receive constitutional protection in practical terms.  

The realization of rights of any kind entails costs. Accordingly, and as customary in 

international conventions in the field of social rights and in legislation in other countries, we 

propose that the bill include a clause stating that the State will realize these rights in 

accordance with its economic capabilities, in an ongoing and gradual manner. However, the 

realization of these rights will be egalitarian and non-discriminatory. 

https://a59952db-05ff-468c-a8f0-411f44dfbc9c.filesusr.com/ugd/01368b_d8974bc2e8c349a4adc3dccac9e6469a.pdf
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All human rights – civil, political, social, and economic – are equally important in ensuring 

human existence and the ability for humans to realize themselves and their capabilities. All 

these rights require protection, realization, and promotion by the state, since the state will 

always have an influence over people’s ability to realize their rights. Accordingly, we urge you 

to promote a Basic Law: Social Rights. 

Conclusion 

We urge you to undertake – both in your list’s platform and on the public agenda you lead 

during this election campaign, and later in your actions after the elections – actions that will 

promote the allocation of public resources in order to operate proper social services, as well 

as the creation of a resilient social safety net. We also urge you to promote a Basic Law: 

Social Rights in order to introduce policies based on the narrowing of gaps, social justice, 

and a commitment on the part of the State to its citizen’s rights. 

Sincerely, 

Reut Cohen, Atty. Maskit Bendel, Atty. Debbie Gild-Hayo, Atty. 

Human Rights Clinic Social Rights Director of Public Advocacy 

University of Haifa ACRI ACRI 


