
 

February 2021  

Elections 2021 – Promoting the Rights of the Arab Minority in Israel  

– Selected Issues 

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

are writing to encourage you to take actions that will promote the basic rights of the Arab 

minority in Israel, who constitute about 20% of the citizens of the state. 

This document presents the key issues to which we would like to draw your attention: 

1. The Struggle against the Nation-State Law 

On July 26, 2018, the Basic Law: Israel – The Nation-State of the Jewish People (the “Nation-

State Law”) was published in the statute book, following its approval by the Knesset on July 

19, 2018 by a majority of 62 in favor, 55 against, and two abstentions. 

As its name implies, the Nation-State Law formalized Israel’s identity as the nation-state of 

the Jewish people. Accordingly, and to that end, the law rushed in like a bull in a china shop, 

and imposed sweeping and damaging arrangements relating to symbols, laws, and practices 

that perpetuate and accentuate the hierarchy that already existed de facto between Jewish 

and Arab citizens prior to its enactment. These arrangements subjugate Israel’s identity as a 

democracy to its Jewish-national definition in a dangerous and unprecedented manner. They 

threaten the collective and individual rights of all citizens, and grossly violate the rights of the 

Arab minority. 

Thus, for example, section 1(C) of the Nation-State law establishes that “the exercise of the 

right to national self-determination in the State of Israel is unique to the Jewish People.” This 

is contrary to the norms of international law, which recognize the basic right of indigenous 

minorities to self-determination in the framework of majority-nation states. In addition, 

section 4, entitled “Language,” continues the trend to diminish the rights of the Arab citizens 

of Israel by defining Hebrew as the State language, while Arabic – which was previously an 

official language and the language of the indigenous Arab minority long before Israel was 

established – is reduced to a “special status.” Section 4 goes on to leave questions regarding 

the ramifications of this definition, specifically “arrangements regarding the use of Arabic in 

state institutions or vis-à-vis them,” to regulation by ordinary law – which is by definition 

subject to the guiding principles in the Nation-State Law. 

The most dangerous of all of the sections of the law is Section 7 of the Basic Law, which is 

entitled “Jewish Settlement.” It establishes in a Basic Law that the development of Jewish 

settlement is a national value that the State is obligated to encourage, promote, and 

strengthen. This special status is based the perception of Jewish superiority, Jewish ownership 

of land and the state, and discrimination on national grounds between Jewish and Arab 
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citizens. Within a short time, this approach will lead to an exacerbation of the institutionalized, 

practical, tangible, and far-reaching discrimination in the allocation of land and resources in 

the state that exists between Jews and Arabs. It positions discrimination as a distinct value 

within the legal and normative system in Israel, causing the unprecedented violation of the 

basic rights of the Arab minority in Israel to equality, housing, land, health, education, and 

above all – dignity and a dignified existence. 

In light of the above, we urge you to act in order to annul the Nation-State Law and to 

promote laws strengthening the democratic character of the State of Israel, and above all 

the fundamental right to equality of every citizen in Israel, and of the Arab citizens in 

particular. 

2. The Struggle against Crime and Violence in Arab Society 

Last year (2020) was the worst year on record in terms of the number of Arab citizens killed in 

acts of violence and crimes. Over one hundred Arab citizens lost their lives, many dozens were 

injured, and there were hundreds of shooting incidents in Arab communities and 

neighborhoods. 

One of the main reasons for the uncontrolled level of violence is the availability of illegal 

weapons in Arab society. The Israel Police claims that it does not even have an estimate of the 

number of illegal firearms held by Arab citizens. However, the police estimated in 2013, based 

on unconfirmed reports, that the number is around 400,000.  

In May 2016, the State Comptroller published a special report on “The Response of the Israel 

Police to the Possession of Illegal Weapons and Shooting Incidents in the Communities of Arab 

Society and in Mixed Communities.” In the report, the State Comptroller criticized the 

shortcomings that he found in the police’s response to offenses involving shootings and the 

possession of illegal firearms in Arab communities and neighborhoods. According to police 

figures presented in the report, the proportion of citizens involved in offenses of violence 

against the person among the Arab population is twice that of the population as a whole, and 

2.5 times as high for murder cases.  

Following a public campaign, as well as after the Supreme Monitoring Committee for Arab 

Affairs in Israel called for a general strike on October 3, 2019 and held a national 

demonstration in Umm al-Fahm attended by tens of thousands of citizens, the Prime Minister 

announced on October 28, 2019 the formation of a special committee that included the 

director-generals of various government ministries. The committee was charged with 

preparing a government plan within 90 days for a response to the phenomenon of violence 

and crime in Arab society. In practice, however, the committee only submitted its Concluding 

Policy Document to the Prime Minister in July 2020. 

In November, the National Committee of the Heads of Arab Local Authorities, in cooperation 

with civil society organizations, submitted its response to the team of director-generals. The 

https://www.mevaker.gov.il/he/Reports/Report_640/47b736c1-4538-49ad-a5a0-799aa30902df/amlach.pdf
https://www.gov.il/he/departments/general/150320_challenge
https://www.gov.il/he/departments/general/150320_challenge
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response included various demands and recommendations, including an emphasis on the 

need to prepare a detailed plan of action, with clear objectives and criteria, and the need to 

allocate budgets and resources to this end. To this date, despite continued violence in Arab 

society, the Government has not yet adopted such a plan of action. 

3. Promoting Planning in Arab Society and the Struggle against the Ramifications of 

the Kaminitz Law  

On June 19, 2016, the Government adopted Decision 15591 concerning the strengthening of 

enforcement of planning and building laws. As noted in the preamble to the decision, it is 

based on the report of the Committee to Address the Phenomenon of Illegal Construction (the 

Kaminitz Report).2 The decision included instruction to various governmental functions, at the 

political and professional echelons, to take various steps, including legislative amendments, 

“in order to strengthen the enforcement of planning and building laws and to respond to 

violations and invasions of public land” in Israel, and particularly in Arab communities. 

Accordingly, a legislative memorandum was published on June 30, 2016 that included several 

proposed amendments to existing laws. On August 1, 2016, the memorandum became a 

government bill, and this was adopted by the Knesset on April 25, 2017 as the Planning and 

Building Law (Amendment No. 116), 5777-2017 (hereinafter “the Amendment,” “the New 

Law,” “the Kaminitz Law.”) 

In November 2018, following the enactment of the Law, the Administrative Offenses 

Regulations (Administrative Fine – Planning and Construction), 5777-2017, came into force. 

The regulations were enacted by Minister Ayelet Shaked and approved by the Internal Affairs 

and Environment Committee, and reflected the requirements imposed in the Law. 

The housing and planning crisis in the Arab communities is a fact that simply cannot be 

ignored. In most cases, illegal construction in Arab communities is not a matter of choice, but 

takes place in the absence of any alternative due to the longstanding neglect on the part of 

the authorities, which has created a difficult reality for planning in these communities. This 

reality is characterized by defective planning, restricted areas of jurisdiction and planning 

areas, a high level of residential congestion, a lack of housing solutions, inadequate resources, 

and so on.  

One of the clearest characteristics of the New Law is the introduction of harsher penalties for 

planning offenses,3 as reflected in the Administrative Offenses Regulations. The stricter 

                                                       

1  Government Decision 1559. 
2  Kaminitz Report 
3  The Planning and Building Law also imposes heavy fines on families living in buildings 

constructed without permits in Arab communities. These fines, which are imposed 
repeatedly, create a heavy financial burden for families and force them to choose between 

http://www.pmo.gov.il/Secretary/GovDecisions/2016/Pages/des1559.aspx
http://www.justice.gov.il/Pubilcations/News/Documents/FullIllegalBuildingReport.pdf
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penalization of building offenses, as established in the regulations, without any consideration 

for the circumstances in which construction without permits takes place – and particularly 

without consideration for the special circumstances surrounding construction without permits 

in Arab society – adds insult to injury and turns normative citizens into unwilling offenders. 

In November, under public pressure and in light of the grave ramifications of the Kaminitz Law 

for Arab communities, the Ministry of Justice and Members of Knesset from the Joint List 

agreed that the authorities would freeze the implementation of certain sections of the Law. 

In particular, it was agreed that the provisions of the Law regarding buildings used solely as 

residential homes and constructed prior to January 1, 2018, would be frozen for two years. 

During this time, residents would be able to regulate planning proceedings, secure approval 

for buildings, and obtain building permits. It was also decided to freeze the implementation 

of the Law in kibbutzim, moshavim, and other rural communities in the case of buildings 

constructed without a permit. In this case, however, the freeze was extended to include 

buildings used for industrial and commercial purposes, and financial incentives were offered 

for the regulation of these buildings and the issuing of appropriate building permits. 

ACRI’s position is that the freezing of the Kaminitz Law is a positive step, but only a 

preliminary one. Action must be taken to apply the freeze in Arab communities in a similar 

manner to that in rural communities, including buildings not used for residential purposes. 

All pending legal proceedings regarding demolition orders should also be frozen, and action 

should be taken in other channels in order to facilitate and accelerate the planning process 

and the issuing of permits, including the provision of financial incentives to this end. 

In addition to the above, we urge you to act to amend the Planning and Building Law and the 

Administrative Offenses Regulations in accordance with the Law. The amendments should 

moderate the far-reaching ramifications of the Kaminitz Law regarding house demolitions in 

Arab society. Action should also be taken to ensure that the planning institutions and other 

administrative bodies act to create a proper planning framework that allows for lawful 

construction commensurate with the housing needs of the population. 

4. The Bedouin-Arab Citizens of the Negev 

The Bedouin population of the Negev is discriminated against relative to the Jewish 

population. This inequality has been documented in various studies as well as confirmed in 

court rulings, government decisions, reports of the State Comptroller, and other official 

documents. One of the clearest areas of discrimination against the Arab population is the 

allocation of land, planning, and housing resources. Israel has established dozens of rural 

communities and dozens of individual farms for Jews in most parts of the Negev. In contrast, 

the Bedouin population still faces a policy that is based on concentrating its communities in 

                                                       

two poor alternatives: to remain in their homes and suffer severe financial distress, or to 
abandon their homes and their basic right to shelter.  
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the northeast of the Negev, detaching Bedouin from their rural lifestyle, and denying their 

land rights. Government policy regarding Bedouin settlement has always been – and still is – 

characterized by overt planning discrimination manifested in the outline plans that regulate 

this settlement. Regarding the Jewish population in the Negev, official policy encourages 

dispersion. For the Bedouin, the policy is to concentrate the population in as small an area as 

possible, while denying Bedouin the right to live lawfully in their villages and to maintain their 

way of life. 

Approximately one-third of the Bedouin population in the Negev, which constitutes around 

80,000 people, live in 35 villages; Israel refuses to recognize most of these villages and to 

provide them with planning and/or municipal services. The vast majority of these villages 

existed before the State of Israel was established, while others were founded in the 1950s 

after the Israeli authorities transferred Bedouins from areas that were traditionally under their 

ownership and/or control into a restricted area in the northeast of the Negev known as the 

“pale of settlement.” The remainder of the Bedouin population, approximately 170,000 

citizens, live in seven Bedouin townships that were established after the end of the military 

government, as well as 11 Bedouin communities that have received formal recognition but 

have not yet been regulated from a planning perspective. 

4A. Promoting the Recognition of the Unrecognized Villages in the Negev 

ACRI is working with several communities around the Negev in order to promote recognition 

and planning arrangements for their villages. For example, over a period of many years, we 

have accompanied the recognition and planning process for the unrecognized village of Wadi 

a-Na’am, which has a population of 14,000 and is situated to the west of the township of 

Segev Shalom. The largest unrecognized village in the Negev, Wadi a-Na’am was established 

after Bedouin residents from the Negev were transferred to the area on the orders of the 

military government. Ever since, the village has been regarded as “temporary.” It is not 

connected to water, electricity, sewage, telephone, or transportation lines. The residents are 

desperate for a planning solution and, for the past three decades, have been involved in 

negotiations with the goal of securing planning recognition for their community as an 

independent, rural and agricultural village. Despite all their efforts, the only solution they have 

been offered is a site to the south of Segev Shalom, where they would constitute a congested 

neighborhood. A petition was submitted to the Supreme Court on this subject, providing the 

basis for the resumption of negotiations between the residents and the state authorities in 

order to find an agreed upon solution. Following the petition, a proposed government decision 

was advanced that would recognize the village as an independent community, but again 

proposing the solution against which the residents submitted the petition – a proposal that is 

inconsistent with the needs and way of life of the community in Wadi a-Na’am. ACRI is 

continuing to work with the residents through the planning process and the process of 

defining the borders of the community – aspects that will have a direct impact on its character. 
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The example of Wadi a-Na’am highlights the advantages of recognizing villages in their 

existing locations, as opposed to government plans in the past and present based on the 

transfer of tens of thousands of people. We ask you to act to put an end to the distress faced 

by the unrecognized villages. The solution should be based on civil equality, respect for the 

rights of the Bedouin population, and recognition of the 35 unrecognized villages in their 

current locations, based on objective planning criteria.  

4B. Creating a Planning Infrastructure and Formulating Planning Solutions for the 

Recognized Villages in the Negev 

The situation facing the 11 Bedouin villages that comprise the regional councils of Al-Qasum 

and Neve Midbar – which were recognized over a decade ago – differs only slightly from that 

of the unrecognized villages. These communities continue to lack services, transportation 

infrastructure, and connection to the electric and water grids, and their opportunities for 

development are limited. Even after recognition, due to the delays in the planning processes 

in these communities, the residents cannot obtain building permits. As a result, some of the 

house demolitions conducted over the past year took place in recognized villages. 

ACRI believes that the residents should not have to wait so many years for progress in the 

planning and building proceedings and for the legal regulation of construction, allowing for 

vital services, including connection to the electric and water grids, construction of decent 

roads, and lawful construction meeting the population’s housing needs. The Bedouin-Arab 

citizens of the Negev are entitled to enjoy all the services and infrastructures provided in 

Jewish communities. In light of the above, we urge you to act in order to promote planning 

proceedings in these villages. 

4C. Provision of Transportation in the Unrecognized Villages 

The 35 unrecognized villages in the Negev are situated partly on unincorporated land, which 

means that part of the land is not within the area of jurisdiction of any local authority, while 

some of the land is partly within the municipal area of other authorities – including the 

Municipality of Rahat, the Municipality of Beersheva, the Municipality of Yeruham, Omer Local 

Council, Bnei Shimon Regional Council, and Ramat Hanegev Regional Council. Due to the lack 

of basic services – such as health, education, and welfare – in their villages, the residents – 

young and old, male and female – are forced to leave their villages every day to seek 

employment and obtain basic services in distant towns and cities. This task becomes virtually 

impossible given the lack of basic and accessible public transportation. We should emphasize 

in this context that, while the difficult living conditions in the unrecognized villages influence 

all the Bedouin residents of the Negev, women are particularly impacted since they typically 

remain in the home environment and are forced to cope with the direct results of the lack of 

access to basic rights. This situation creates double discrimination, since public 

transportation is the basic means enabling residents of the villages to realize their rights and 

receive services. Accordingly, the denial of the rights of the residents of the unrecognized 

villages to equality in mobility, freedom of movement, and access to basic services leads to 
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the violation of other basic rights, including the right to health, employment, education, and 

access to public institutions and governmental bodies. Moreover, the need to ensure access 

for the residents of the unrecognized villages to public services is further amplified in light of 

the fact that the Bedouin communities in the Negev have suffered from discrimination in the 

provision of various municipal and public services for decades. This neglect has led to the 

social and economic exclusion of Bedouin Arab society from public domains, in a further 

violation of the right to equality. 

In light of the above, we urge you to encourage swift action to make public transportation 

accessible to the residents of the unrecognized villages, which will allow them to realize 

their most basic rights. 

5. Access to Services in Arabic  

ACRI has worked for many years with government ministries, local authorities, and public 

bodies that operate under their auspices in order to ensure that the full range of public and 

governmental services are available to Arab citizens in Arabic. Although there has been 

progress in this area in recent years, and governmental and public services are increasingly 

available in Arabic, a simple review of the situation on the ground shows that there is much 

more work that needs to be done. The gaps in the access enjoyed by Jewish and Arabic citizens 

to basic governmental and public services in such areas as education, transportation, welfare, 

health, and so on are still significant and require thorough and urgent attention. 

For example, despite our repeated requests, the Employment Service is moving very slowly to 

ensure that all its services are accessible in Arabic, including both online services and physical 

services at the employment offices located in many communities. We have demanded that all 

the vital forms required in order to receive benefits and services from the Employment Service 

be translated into Arabic, and that Arab citizens requiring services receive a response in their 

language.  

There is no need to explain the importance of ensuring that all governmental services are 

accessible to Arab citizens. The current reality, in which basic and vital services are not 

available in Arabic, constitutes discrimination on the basis of nationality and impairs the ability 

of citizens to realize their rights and receive the services to which they are entitled. 

In light of the above, and in order to ensure that all governmental services are accessible to 

the Arab population, we ask you to act, through legislation or in any other ways, in order to 

require all government ministries and public bodies in Israel to make their services available 

in Arabic. 

Sincerely, 

Gadeer Nicola, Atty. Debbie Gild-Hayo  

 Director, Unit for Arab Minority Rights  Director of Public Advocacy  


