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democracy, or between our national 
Jewish symbols and equal rights, I can 
easily imagine how an Arab citizen 
of Israel would be troubled by Jewish 
aspects of Israel„including the name 
of the country.

Once we achieve the much-needed 
peaceful solution with the Palestinians, 
Israel•s Arab citizens„most of whom 
consider themselves to be Palestinians 
living in Israel„will face a choice of 
either accepting the reality of living in a 
democratic but Jewish state that has a 
predominately public Jewish narrative 

or living in a hopefully democratic Pal-
estinian state that has a predominately 
public Palestinian-Arab narrative.

How do you feel about the 
Israeli government•s responses 
to issues concerning her 
Arab citizens?

Michael Livni:  A major historic error 
of Israeli strategy has been the failure of 
all successive governments to provide 
the Arab sector with the equivalent 
infrastructure„roads, schools, electric-

ity, building permits, water„provided 
to the Jewish sector. This policy is 
shortsighted and morally wrong.

Having said that, the Arab minority 
in Israel has more democratic rights 
than the citizens of any Arab country. 
This is by default, because there are no 
democratic Arab countries. Neverthe-
less, Israeli Arabs are well aware of all 
their relative advantages in Israel. Wit-
ness the storm raised a number of years 
ago when Avigdor Liberman (now our 
controversial foreign minister) proposed 
transferring a piece of Israeli territory 

The Israel Religious Action Center 
(IRAC), the Reform Movement’s public 
and legal advocacy arm in Israel, uses 
litigation, legislation, public policy, 
and advocacy to advance pluralism 
in Israeli society and defend the 
freedoms of conscience, faith, and 
religion. Here are some examples in 
the arena of Israeli-Arab relations:

• Following a March 2008 terrorist 
attack at Merkaz HaRav Yeshiva in 
Jerusalem, many prominent, 
state-funded rabbis issued public 
statements and distributed written 
material calling on the Israeli public 
not to employ, rent property to, or 
otherwise serve Israeli-Arabs, whom 
they deemed “enemies of the Jewish 
people”; they also urged  Jews to fight 
Israeli-Arabs “at all costs.” In early 
2009, IRAC filed three petitions to 
open criminal investigations of these 
rabbis and to determine the source of 
racist posters and pamphlets distribut-
ed around Jerusalem. As a result, the 
Attorney General indicted twenty-nine 
rabbis in official governmental posts 
who encouraged racist incitement 
against the Israeli-Arab community.

• In January 2009 IRAC filed a petition 
requesting the paving of roads leading 
from main highways to schools in Bed-
ouin villages unrecognized by the Israeli 
government. Unsafe conditions had al-
ready resulted in the deaths of four chil-
dren. That October, the state accepted 
responsibility for building safe roads in 
the area, allocating NIS 80 million for 

construction and creating a plan (now 
being implemented) to pave them.

• In January 2008 the Israel Ministry 
of Agriculture proposed a grazing bill 
which would provide Jewish shepherds 
with more favored land and water use 
treatment than local Arab and Bedouin 
shepherds in Israel’s southern Negev 
region. In response, IRAC wrote the 
first-ever comprehensive report on 
grazing land rights in Israel and argued 
before the Minister’s Committee that 
the proposed bill, violating principles 
of equality, needed major modifica-
tions. The Committee agreed and has 
asked Israel’s Ministry of Agriculture 
to submit a new bill that will provide 
more equitable grazing land rights for 
the shepherds.

• The Ministry of Agriculture also con-
sidered Bedouin shepherding “seasonal 
agriculture,” and therefore charged Bed-
ouin water use at a much higher rate. 
IRAC filed a 2008 petition and won a 

precedent-setting case, securing for 
Bedouin shepherds lower water bills 
at the year-round agricultural rate.

• In 2006 IRAC filed a petition on 
behalf of the Druze and Circassian 
communities living in Northern Is-
rael who were receiving significantly 
less welfare funding than the corre-
sponding Jewish communities. In re-
sponse, the State of Israel instituted 
a four-year plan to narrow the gap, 
not only in welfare funding, but also 
in housing and day care support.

• On June 12, 2007, IRAC, in part-
nership with Physicians for Human 
Rights, petitioned the Supreme Court 
on behalf of Israeli-Arab and Bedouin 
women who were denied Social Se-
curity payments for hospital maternity 
expenses because their husbands 
lacked Israeli ID cards. Unlike other 
citizens covered by Israel’s healthcare 
plan, these women—many of them 
poor—had to pay their hospital fees 
outright. On September 22, 2009, 
Israeli Supreme Court Judge Hanan 
Meltzer ruled that this Social Secu-
rity practice was discriminatory and 
ordered the agency to submit its argu-
ments to the Supreme Court within 90 
days. The state responded by saying it 
found no discrimination against Bed-
ouin and Israeli-Arab women; IRAC 
will return to court in June 2010 for 
another hearing.

To learn more about IRAC contact 
www.irac.org, Rachel@irac.org.
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IRAC’s precedent-setting case secured lower 
water bills for Bedouin shepherds.
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