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Mr. Chairperson and Distinguished Committee members, 
It is a great honor for me to present to you today Israel's 14th periodic report on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.

The periodic report we are presenting to the committee is the product of a broad collaborative effort by different Israeli Government Ministries and bodies. Each devoted much time, thought and attention to gathering the data requested. 

We are also grateful to have received input from NGOs for parts of this work. 
The comprehensive report elaborates in detail on the relevant facts, legislation, court decisions and policies of the Government of the State of Israel with respect to a broad range of issues relevant to the elimination of all forms of racial discrimination. 

Israel's accession to the Convention, the need to compile and present reports, the need to prepare for this presentation, and the discussions we conduct with this Committee, add an additional very important layer to the ongoing domestic efforts in this area. In addition to the discussions and work on these issues on a regular basis, we conducted, in the course of the compilation of the report and our preparations for this presentation, an intensive and in-depth discussion on the numerous issues relevant to the Committee, and debated amongst ourselves whether the measures undertaken in Israel have been sufficient, what more should be done, and how to generate greater awareness on these issues. 

I have to say that we came out of these deliberations quite proud of the progress made thus far. We also came out with a unified inter-ministerial conviction that more needs to be done. The Convention, the required reporting, and the preparations for this Committee, have all been extremely important tools in this respect.
As an example of the seriousness with which the Sate of Israel takes human rights matters, I should mention the establishment in 2011, of a joint inter-ministerial team, headed by one of the Ministry of Justice's Deputy Attorney Generals, for reviewing and implementing the Concluding Observations of human rights Committees, including those of the present Committee, naturally
Another important team, in the Ministerial level, is one recently established by the Minister of Justice and Minister of Public Security, meeting regularly to address matters relating to settlers violence and its severe consequences, also known as "price tag". 

In addition, Israel is currently in the final stages of ratifying the International Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Israel signed this Convention in March 2007, and since then has been conducting extensive work in order to ratify this important Convention, including the examination of relevant legislation and the implementation of the required legislative amendments. The ratification of this Convention will serve as an additional layer for the protection of human rights in the State of Israel and will ensure the rights of persons with disabilities without any discrimination.

Today I would like to discuss some of the significant developments in Israel’s ongoing efforts to eliminate all forms of racial discrimination through its judicial, legislative, and administrative branches from 2005 to 2011.  As we hope to show, the State of Israel has carefully studied the Committee’s previous Concluding Observations, and I am pleased to inform you today that many of the areas of concern raised by the Committee have seen dramatic improvements. 

********

Mr. Chairperson, 

Before elaborating on this, I would like to begin with some brief yet essential preliminary points that I understand may be on your mind, the first regarding the Israeli-Palestinian situation and the second, regarding Israel's character as a Jewish and democratic state.

With respect to the Israeli-Palestinian situation: as you are no doubt aware, the situation in the Middle East remains complex and highly volatile. While the Arab awakening and the wind of change that is sweeping the Middle East have given rise to cautious optimism and hope, there remains much uncertainty and upheaval, and the threats of terrorism, extremism, and violence remain prevalent. Time will tell whether the current vacuum will be filled by governments espousing openness and democratic values, or extremism and oppression. Against this backdrop, the Israeli-Palestinian issue remains a pressing one, and a just, negotiated resolution to the conflict continues to be a priority for the State of Israel. 

I would like to highlight a related point on this subject, which bears relevance to Israel's implementation of the Convention. Over the last few months and years, we have witnessed devastating attacks on Israeli citizens, originating from Gaza, the West Bank and even the Sinai. As recently as January 2012, terrorists in Gaza launched yet another onslaught of rockets against civilian centers in the south of Israel one of them contained white phosphorous. 

I take this opportunity to express our sincere hope that this conflict will be resolved in a respectful and mutually beneficial manner, through good-faith negotiations, which will bring about the peace and prosperity that are long overdue in the region.

The primary duty of the State of Israel – and indeed of every country – is to uphold and protect the life of its citizens, the same right to life which underlies the Convention and constitutes its very fabric. The State of Israel has had to direct many of its resources in furtherance of the protection of this basic right, for all its citizens - with obvious security, financial and social implications. The State of Israel endeavors to address these challenges while complying with its international obligations, the welfare of its entire population and basic human rights and humanitarian considerations for all sides. Israel remains fully committed to respecting its international obligations as a party to the six core human rights treaties. Accordingly, we acknowledge that Israel, like every other democratic and responsible member of the international community, must impose restraints on its own actions, in conformity with human rights and principles of international law. 

The balancing act is not always easy, and requires both a healthy dose of constructive self-criticism and openness to making adjustments. As we hope this report demonstrates, Israel's legislative, judicial and governmental organs have shown a genuine concern for achieving this balance and for ensuring the protection of human rights in general, and the elimination of racial discrimination in particular.

Our delegation comes before you in the spirit of a fruitful and productive dialogue. Therefore, to the extent that there will be questions regarding Israel and the  West Bank and the Gaza Strip, irrespective of the legal position, we will make our best effort to answer, as we would in the case of any questions on these issues coming from interested international actors. I would caution however that the data, statistics and information relating to the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and which relate to issues under the convention, is not available to us here but rather to the Palestinians in control of that area, and who independently legislate in this area, whether in Gaza or the West Bank. 

Our focus here today is Israel, and we have come to professionally and openly discuss with you the situation in Israel with respect to the elimination of all forms of racial discrimination 

The second preliminary point I would like to make concerns Israel's Jewish and democratic values. The Declaration of Independence of the State of Israel describes Israel as a country that is both "Jewish" and "democratic". This description is not just an empty mantra, or a static description of the State of Israel's roots; rather, it is a real calling, one that Israel's Knesset, Government and Courts continuously strive to meet. Over the years, Israel has been subject to criticism, both within and outside of Israel, for not being Jewish enough, or not democratic enough, as if Jewish and democratic values were fundamentally antithetical. We believe that, on the contrary, these values can and should be complementary. Indeed, both Jewish tradition, and the Jewish experience as a persecuted minority over millennia have sensitized the State of Israel, from its very inception in the wake of the Holocaust, as to the need to protect minorities, the crucial importance of the rule of law, and the principles of equality and freedom for all human beings. 

That is not to say that there is never a conflict. The need for balance and moderation is ongoing, and the solutions, compromises and policies adopted in the past may in certain cases have to be re-examined, revised, and discussed anew. In that sense, forums, like this, create an invaluable opportunity to do precisely that. Incidentally, ongoing introspection and self-questioning are also core Jewish values, and we believe that they can be harnessed to inform our sense of what it means to be a true democracy, in order for the State of Israel to better meet the challenges that lay ahead, for the benefit of all its citizens. Israel is a robust and vibrant democracy, with a free and independent national and international media, a diverse active civil society, and a vigorous and vocal academic community.  Non-governmental organizations play a distinctive role in Israel in several ways – they actively participate in public debate and promote awareness and sensitivity to human rights issues through education and the promotion of legislative proposals. These institutions – the media, academia, NGOs – all play an important role in enhancing the State's accountability and advancing the values and principles espoused by the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.  As such, we recognize and appreciate their invaluable contribution.

Turning now to the specifics of the implementation of the Convention, it is important to mention that, while Israel has always been relatively progressive on issues of equality, there is still much to be done to ensure full equality and rights, not only in general terms for all the different groups within Israel, but particularly for the more vulnerable segments of Israeli society. The many actions undertaken by the executive, legislative and judicial branches, since the foundation of the State, and more specifically since the last reporting period, reflect the importance Israeli society as a whole attaches to the elimination of all forms of racial discrimination. We look forward to presenting these recent changes to you, to hearing your questions and suggestions, and to conducting an open, constructive and professional dialogue with the Committee on all outstanding issues.

I come here with a large and highly professional delegation. With me in the delegation are experts and practitioners from the relevant Government Ministries who are looking forward to presenting you their work, and listening to your experience and suggestions.
While, as stated before, more needs to be done, the extremely limited scope of my statement does not permit me to cover all of the improvements, some we hope you will find of great interest, pertaining to the implementation of the Convention in Israel. Many of these are described in the extensive report currently before you. However, I will endeavor to address some key topics in which significant improvements have occurred, and then highlight the particular attention provided by Israel to issues the Committee has commented on in the past.

Since the submission of our previous report, all branches of government have continued to  make a concerted effort to eliminate racial discrimination regarding all populations in Israel, Jews, Muslims, Christians, Druze and Circassians - all ethnic and religious backgrounds alike. As part of this effort, government entities have striven to promote the rights of all Israelis in accordance with the provisions of the Convention.  

Mr. Chairperson, 

Allow me to briefly address some of the developments regarding the elimination of racial discrimination in terms of legislative, judicial and administrative efforts. 

With respect to the legislative arena, Israeli legislation in the dawn of the 21st century reflects a more mature and sophisticated capacity to use legislative tools in a comprehensive manner, creating social change in sensitive areas such as those discussed in the Report. 

Following the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, and despite the fact that Israel did not have a written constitution, Israel embedded human rights principles in a series of Basic Laws, which relate to all aspects of life and provide a constitutional basis for the protection of rights. These Basic Laws guarantee the fundamental rights of every person in Israel. Recent legislation, unlike some of the legislation in the preceding decade, is at the same time both more wide-ranging in scope, and more radical in its underlying basic principles. One must view the different recent acts of legislation as a whole, in order to fully assess their combined impact on Israeli society.
A few recent examples are the enactment of the Expansion of Adequate Representation for Persons of the Ethiopian Community in the Public Service (Legislative Amendments) Law (5771-2011) on March 28, 2011. This law drastically expands the already existing affirmative action scheme applicable to individuals who were born in Ethiopia or who have at least one parent born in Ethiopia, by requiring not only Government Ministries and agencies, but also government corporations with more than 50 employees, as well as municipalities, to apply the law's affirmative action requirements with respect to persons of Ethiopian descent, for all the positions and ranks within these corporations. The amendment further mandates corporations and municipalities to actively promote the appropriate representation of their employees, for example  by designating specific positions as vacancies for candidates of Ethiopian descent and by guiding the corporations and municipalities, when considering candidates with equal credentials, to give preference to the applicant belonging to the minority group,. These requirements apply to all types of job openings as well as internal promotions within government corporations and municipalities.
In addition, the amendment also requires government corporations and municipalities to submit an annual report to the Government Corporations Authority or the Ministry of the Interior, as applicable, regarding their implementation of this amendment, with specific data as to the number of employees to which the Law applies. The Government Corporations Authority and the Ministry of Interior must also report annually to the Equal Employment Opportunities Commission and the Knesset Committee for Immigration, Absorption and Diaspora Affairs, and must aggregate the data received from government corporations and municipalities on adequate representation for such purposes.

Another significant legislative development is the 2008 enactment of the Prohibition of Violence in Sport Law. This bold new law was enacted in response to the phenomenon of violence in sports events, which occasionally involved the utterance of racist slurs and slogans. The Law aims to promote safe and peaceful participation in sporting events, by broadening the definition of a racist display and facilitating training for security personnel, as well as by expanding their responsibilities and authorities. The Law also establishes a Committee for the Prevention of Violence in Sports, which works towards the elimination of this phenomenon. Section 15 of the new law expands the offence, which was previously incorporated in Section 11A2, of the Safety in Public Places Law 5723-1962, which prohibited racial expressions during sport events, by effecting several important amendments.  
In addition, in 2008, the Penal Law was amended to explicitly prohibit participation in gatherings in which racism (including Nazism) is promoted, incited or encouraged. This offense is punishable by up to three years' imprisonment, and a person of the age of 16 or over, who is a member, an employee or an agent of an illicit association, will be sentenced to a maximum of one year's imprisonment.
In the judicial realm, Israeli courts, led by the Supreme Court, have continued to play a crucial role in developing and promoting human rights in general and prohibition of discrimination and racial discrimination in particular, in the Israeli society.
Israel's Supreme Court ensures that all governmental branches, as well as the private sector, operate in accordance with the law. Moreover, in its decisions throughout the years, the Supreme Court has further established and protected basic rights such as the right to freedom of speech, the right to strike, the right to associate, and the right to full equality, as fundamental values in Israel. 
Approximately 2,000 petitions are filed to the High Court of Justice each year, on numerous issues, among them issues relating to minority rights.

A significant example of the prominent role played by the Israeli judiciary in safeguarding these rights is the Supreme Court's decision to uphold a conviction verdict issued by the Jerusalem District Court against two defendants on charges of violence on and assault of an Israeli Arab, and their sentence to three years' imprisonment, six months' suspended imprisonment, and monetary compensation to the victims. When imposing the sentence, the District Court had attributed special gravity to the fact that the offences were racially motivated, and it noted that this must be reflected in the punishment as well. The Supreme Court reaffirmed this approach and emphasized that in a society which espouses the values of equality and protection of human rights, there is no room for racially motivated crimes, and that any such behavior must be condemned and repudiated in the strongest terms. Note that this decision is in accordance with the Committee's recommendation No. 30 of June 14, 2007, (CERD/C/ISR/CO/1), which, inter alia, calls on the State to guarantee an effective remedy against perpetrators of acts of racial discrimination or acts which are racially motivated.
In addition, on September 23, 2011, the Hadera Magistrate Court accepted a civil suit filed by two men, who claimed they were discriminated against at the entry to a nightclub due to their dark skin color. The plaintiffs based their argument on the Prohibition of Discrimination in Products, Services and in Entry into Places of Entertainment and Public Places Law, 5761-2000 (the: "Law") and demanded to be compensated by the respondents. The Court stated that the fact that the plaintiffs were prevented from entering the club, while their fair-skinned friend entered with no delay, establishes the presumption set by the Law, according to which they were discriminated against  by the respondents. The Court ruled that the plaintiffs are entitled to compensation of NIS 15,000 each (4,000 USD). (C.C 46945-05-10 Ziv Sayag et. al v. Key Entrepreneurship Art of Recreation and Leisure LTD et. al (23.9.11)).

Another example: in November 2008, the Jerusalem District Court convicted eight defendants who were members of a Neo-Nazi group for crimes of incitement, including hate crimes. The defendants were convicted as part of a plea bargain, and their sentences ranged from seven years to 18 months of imprisonment. The Court unequivocally condemned racially motivated crimes, and expressed the need for the courts at all levels to take a strong stance against these crimes.  These are but some of the decisions relating to racial incitement that have been rendered over the last few years.
Thus, Israel's Supreme Court together with the lower courts play a central role in protecting human rights. In Israel, any person, regardless of gender, citizenship, residency or status, who feels that his or her rights have been unlawfully denied or infringed, as well as non-governmental organizations, can and often do petition Supreme Court. 
In addition to measures taken by the Parliament and the courts, the Government has taken unprecedented measures to assist in the elimination of racial discrimination. One key way in which it has done so was by taking concrete steps to address the needs of the Bedouin community, the Druze community and other Arab-Israeli minorities, while giving due consideration to their respective cultures and traditions. 
Serious steps have been taken in recent years by the Israeli Government to address the needs of minorities, improve their standard of living, facilitate their integration into society at large and provide a greater array of social, educational, and infrastructure services.

Let us start first with the Bedouins in the Negev. 
A significant step was taken in September 2011, with the adoption of the recommendations of the Prawer Report for the provision of comprehensive and integrative solutions to the Bedouin housing situation in the Negev. While the measures were principally geared towards housing, it must be said that the impetus for the measures was not solely administrative much consideration was given to the need to improve the standard of living of the Bedouin population, while being mindful of their cultural and religious sensitivities. In that sense, addressing Bedouin housing needs was seen by the Israeli Government not just as a way to resolve a municipal issue, but as a moral and ethical obligation of the Government to provide for the needs of a significant minority in Israel, something that goes to the core of the relationship between the Government and a its citizens. 
The housing plan itself was based on the recommendations of the Goldberg Committee and on intensive staff work that was conducted during 2009/2010 and included consultations with representatives of various segments of the Bedouin community, as well as comments made by civil society organizations on the Committee's Report. These consultations helped foster a much-needed dialogue between the Government, representatives of the Bedouin community, and the NGOs that work closely with this community. 

As a complement to these comprehensive measures, the Government also adopted, a comprehensive economic development plan geared specifically to Bedouins in the Negev, with the stated goal of improving their integration in Israeli society, and reducing the economic and social gaps between the Bedouin population in the Negev and Israeli society as a whole. For this purpose, a budget of 1.1 Billion NIS, or around 297.3 Million USD was earmarked.
Along the same lines, the Government adopted, in March 2010, a Five Year Plan for the Economic Development of Minority Localities, according to which significant resources will be allocated for the development of the economy, increasing employment, enhancing housing and real estate, providing transportation and ensuring personal safety and enforcement  ( in twelve Arab, Bedouin, Druze and Circassian localities), encompassing a population of 370,000 people. The budget for the implementation of the plan is 778.5 Million NIS (210,405,405 USD). The plan will be managed by the Authority for the Economic Development of the Arab, Druze and Circassian Populations within the Prime Minister's Office, and will include, among other activities: development of industrial zones, retraining of personnel and career change, funding for the building of new housing units and operation of public transportation.
I'd like now to turn to the topic of the employment of persons from minority groups in the civil service and in the judiciary. 
Since 1994, the Government has been taking affirmative action measures to enhance the integration of the Arab and Druze population into the Civil Service, by inter alia issuing tenders for mid-level positions solely to members of those minorities. Since 2007, when the Government adopted these affirmative action resolutions, the number of hires from minority populations has been increasing steadily. For example, the number of Arabs, Druze and Circassians in the Civil Service rose from 6% in 2007, to 7% in 2009 and 7.5% in 2010 and to 7.8% in January 2012. Furthermore, in 2010, 11.09% of all new employees integrated into the Civil Service were Arabs, Druze and Circassians, in comparison to 6.9% in 2005, and 9.3% in 2009.  These rates are still below the desired full minority representation rates, but they do indicate a clear positive trend that we are continuing to build upon.  
It should be mentioned that many of the Arab-Israeli employees within the Civil Service hold senior-level positions. These include key positions such as senior tax investigators, senior economists, , senior embassy and consular staff, geologists, department controllers, lawyers, educational supervisors, investigative engineers, and clinical psychologists, to name but a few examples. Data indicates an increase of 19.4% in the number of Arab employees holding senior positions between 2006 and 2010. These employees serve the good of the Israeli community as a whole and are a driving force in the integration of the Arab minority into the Israeli society.
With respect to the judiciary, the last ten years have seen a significant increase in the number of Arab citizens working in the Israeli judicial system. Allow me to provide some examples. One of the justices serving in the Supreme Court is an Arab. Of the District Court 15 judges, 8 are Arabs . Out of the 381 Magistrate Court judges, 29 are Arabs. 2 Arab judges serve in the Labor Courts. In addition, there are three Druze judges in the state-funded Druze Religious Courts (Qadi Madhab) and an additional three judges are in the final stages of approval. In total, 43 judges from the Arab population serve in the judicial system. In addition, as of December 31, 2010, there were nine Arab women serving as judges and three Arab women serving as registrars in the various instances (28% of the total Arab judges)
Another priority for the State of Israel is the advancement and promotion of women in the Arab population. In recent years, more and more Arab girls and women are attending high-schools and higher education institutes, go through vocational training, and serve in influential positions including high level positions. While here too, drastic improvements have been made, progress is tangible but incremental. Indeed, Israel's population is very diverse and heterogeneous, and due to the known cultural and religious restrictions of some communities, changes in women's roles in some segments of the population invariably are more difficult, and require more time, effort and attention. 
On this point, and as a general note as well, I would like to stress that the State of Israel is especially mindful of the need to refrain from imposing social changes within the various Arab Israeli communities. Rather, the approach adopted thus far has been to attempt to empower the Israeli Arab minorities by affording them with more opportunities, working closely with their representatives to find creative solutions adapted to their sensitivities, and to respond positively and gradually to these communities' natural desire for greater integration and improved opportunities. 

Mr. Chairperson,

The delegation sitting before you today is comprised of high-ranking officials from the most relevant Israeli Government Ministries. We are looking forward to a constructive and fruitful dialogue between the Committee and delegation. We have much to present to you today, far more than I have just briefly outlined, and we hope each of the delegates, each of whom is a leading professional in his or her field, will be able to present to you in depth his or her areas of expertise, which are relevant to the implementation of the Convention. 
The members of the Israeli delegation include:
Attorney Hila Tene-Gilad, Ministry of Justice, Director, Human Rights and Relations with International Organizations

Attorney Assaf Radzyner, Ministry of Justice, Department of International Agreements and Litigation

Attorney Danielle Marks, Ministry of Justice, Administrative and Constitutional Law Department

Mrs. Nina Ben-Ami, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Deputy Director, Human Rights and Global Issues Department

Attorney Ohad Zemet, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Legal Department

Dr. Hussam Diab, Ministry of Education, Superintendent, Science Education in the Arab Education System
Dr. Tuvia Horev, Ministry of Health, Deputy Director General, Economic and Health Insurance
Attorney Nimrod Karin, Israel Defense Forces, Military Advocate General's Corps' HQ, International Law Department
Mr. Walid Abu-Haya, Counsellor, Permanent Mission of Israel to the U.N., Geneva

Attorney Amanda Grudinskas, Permanent Mission of Israel to the U.N., Geneva

I would like to thank you very much for your attention. I hope that by the end of the day you will recognize the level of seriousness with which Israel takes its obligations under the Convention, and addresses the remarks of the Committee. Israel has spared no efforts to cooperate with the Committee and we hope that this session will provide us an opportunity to conduct a candid and constructive dialogue with you.

Thank you.
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