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Profile 

Introduction 

A little over 60 years ago, the nation of Israel came into 
existence, founded as a Jewish state in the historic region 
of Palestine. In its brief history, this arid land has been 
much transformed as waves of Jewish immigrants have 
arrived from all over the world. Israel’s history has most 
notably been marked by a continuing territorial conflict 
with the Palestinian Arab population who have long lived 
in this region. Some of these Palestinian Arabs and their 
descendants are today Israeli citizens, but many more live in regions such as the West 
Bank and the Gaza Strip that have become the geographic focus of the territorial dispute. 
Numerous attempts to work out a peaceful solution to this seemingly intractable conflict 
have achieved some success in recent decades, although major issues remain to be 
addressed before long-term peace occurs in the region.  

The ongoing challenges of maintaining the nation’s security and absorbing a large, 
culturally-diverse immigrant community have made Israel’s economic achievements all 
the more remarkable. Today, Israel is one of the world’s wealthier nations, with a per 
capita gross domestic product of nearly USD 18,000 in 2005.1 Its highly educated 
population has helped propel the country to a world-leading position in areas of high 
technology.  

Politically and economically, Israel has evolved from a socialist orientation that 
accompanied the country’s founding, exemplified by the kibbutzim movement, to 
gradually transformed proponents of the free market. Alongside this transformation 
toward free enterprise, Israel has maintained a democratic government throughout its 
history. At the same time, the country has seen frequent changes in leadership as its 
traditionally disparate and fragile coalition governments have often come undone. 
Religious political parties have many times had an influence much greater than their vote 
percentages would indicate because of their ability to contribute the final necessary seats 
in governing coalitions.   

Facts and Figures2 

Location:   
Middle East, bordering the Mediterranean Sea, between Egypt and Lebanon. 

Area: 

                                                 
1 MSN Encarta. Reich, Bernard. “Israel. V. Economy.” 2008 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761575008_5/Israel.html  
2 CIA World Factbook. “Israel.” 15 May 2008. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/is.html  
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20,770 sq km (8,019 sq mi) 

Border countries: 

Egypt 266 km (165 mi), Gaza Strip 51 km (32 mi), Jordan 238 km (148 mi), Lebanon 79 
km (49 mi), Syria 76 km (47 mi), West Bank 307 km (191 mi). 

Natural hazards: 

Sandstorms may occur during spring and summer. Droughts and 
periodic earthquakes may also take place.    

Climate 

Temperate; hot and dry in southern and eastern desert areas. 

Environment—current issues: 

Limited arable land and natural fresh water resources pose serious 
constraints: desertification; air pollution from industrial and vehicle emissions; 
groundwater pollution from industrial and domestic waste; chemical fertilizers; and 
pesticides. 

Population: 

7,112,359  
Note: This figure includes about 187,000 Israeli settlers in the West Bank, about 20,000 
in the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights, and fewer than 177,000 in East Jerusalem (July 
2008 est.).  

Median age: 

28.9 years (2008 est.) 

Population growth rate: 

1.71% (2008 est.) 

Life expectancy at birth: 

80.61 years (2008 est.) 

HIV/AIDS—adult prevalence rate: 

0.1% (2001 est.) 

 

Nationality: 
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Noun: Israeli (s)  
Adjective: Israeli  

Sex ratio: 

At birth: 1.05 male(s)/female  
Under 15 years: 1.05 male(s)/female  
15–64 years: 1.03 male(s)/female  
65 years and over: 0.77 male(s)/female  
Total population: 1 male(s)/female (2008 est.) 

Ethnic groups: 

Jewish 76.4% (of which Israel-born 67.1%, Europe/America-born 22.6%, Africa-born 
5.9%, Asia-born 4.2%), non-Jewish 23.6% (mostly Arab) (2004).  

Religions: 

Jewish 76.4%, Muslim 16%, Arab Christian 1.7%, other Christian 0.4%, Druze 1.6%, 
unspecified 3.9% (2004).  

Languages: 

Hebrew (official), Arabic used officially for Arab minority, English most commonly used 
foreign language.    

Literacy: 

Definition: Persons age 15 and over who can read and write.  
Total population: 97.1%  
Male: 98.5%  
Female: 95.9% (2004) 

Country name: 

Conventional long form: State of Israel 
Conventional short form: Israel  
Local long form: Medinat Yisra’el  
Local short form: Yisra’el  

Government type: 

Parliamentary democracy. 

 

 

Capital: 
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Name: Jerusalem  Note: Israel proclaimed Jerusalem as its capital in 1950, but the U.S., 
like nearly all other countries, maintains its Embassy in Tel Aviv. 

Administrative divisions: 

6 districts (mehozot, singular - mehoz); Central, Haifa, Jerusalem, Northern, Southern, 
Tel Aviv.  

Independence: 

14 May 1948 (from League of Nations mandate under 
British administration).  

National holiday: 

Independence Day, 14 May 1948 

Note: Israel declared independence on 14 May 1948, but 
the Jewish calendar is lunar and the holiday may occur in 
April or May.  

Constitution: 

No formal constitution; some of the functions of a constitution are filled by the 
Declaration of Establishment (1948), the Basic Laws of the parliament (Knesset), and the 
Israeli citizenship law. 

Note: Since May 2003 the Constitution, Law, and Justice Committees of the Knesset has 
been working on a draft constitution.  

Legal system: 

A mixture of English common law, British Mandate regulations, and in personal matters, 
Jewish, Christian, and Muslim legal systems. In December 1985, Israel informed the 
United Nations Secretariat that it would no longer accept compulsory International Court 
of Justice jurisdiction.  

Suffrage: 

18 years of age; universal. 

Government: 

Chief of state: President Shimon Peres (since 15 July 2007)  
Head of government: Prime Minister Ehud Olmert (since May 2006); Deputy Prime 
Minister Tzipora "Tzipi" Livni (since May 2006); Ehud Olmert won the right to lead the 
government when his Kadima Party won 29 seats in elections, held on 28 March 2006. 
Cabinet: Cabinet selected by prime minister and approved by the Knesset.  
Elections: President is largely a ceremonial role and is elected by the Knesset for a seven-
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year term (one-term limit); election last held 13 June 2007 (next to be held in 2014 but 
can be called earlier); following legislative elections, the president assigns a Knesset 
member—traditionally, the leader of the largest party—the task of forming a governing 
coalition.  
Note: Government coalition—Kadima, Labor Party, Gil (Pensioners), and Shas.  
Election results: Shimon Peres elected president; number of votes in first round - Shimon 
Peres 58, Reuven Rivlin 37, Colette Avital 21; Peres elected president in second round 
with 86 votes (unopposed).  

Legislative branch: 

Unicameral Knesset (120 seats; members elected by popular vote to serve four-year terms)  
Elections: Last held 28 March 2006 (next scheduled to be held in 2010, but can be called 
earlier).  
Election results: Percentage of votes by party - Kadima 22%, Labor 15.1%, Shas 9.5%, 
Likud 9%, Yisrael Beiteinu 9%, National Union/National Religious Party 7.1%, GIL 
5.9%, Torah and Shabbat Judaism 4.7%, Meretz-Yahad 3.8%, United Arab List 3%, 
Hadash 2.7%, Balad 2.3%, other 5.9%. Seats by party - Kadima 29, Labor 19, Likud 12, 
Shas 12, Yisrael Beiteinu 11, National Union/National Religious Party 9, Gil 7, Torah 
and Shabbat Judaism 6, Meretz–Yahad 5, United Arab List 4, Balad 3, Hadash 3.  

Judicial branch: 

Supreme Court (justices appointed by Judicial Selection 
Committee - made up of all three branches of the 
government; mandatory retirement age is 70).   

International organization participation: 

Bank for International Settlements, Black Sea Economic Cooperation Zone (observer), 
European Organization for Nuclear Research (observer), European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development, Food and Agriculture Organization, Inter-American 
Development Bank, International Atomic Energy Agency, International Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (World Bank), International Civil Aviation 
Organization, International Chamber of Commerce, International Criminal Court 
(signatory), International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, International 
Development Association, International Fund for Agricultural Development, 
International Finance Corporation, International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies, International Labor Organization, International Monetary Fund, 
International Maritime Organization,  International Mobil Satellite Organization, 
International Criminal Police Organization (Interpol), International Olympic Committee, 
International Organization for Migration,  Inter-parliamentary Union, International 
Organization for Standardization, International Telecommunications Satellite 
Organization, International Telecommunication Union, International Trade Union 
Confederation, Multilateral Investment Geographic Agency, Organization of American 
States (observer), Organization of American States (observer), Organization for the 
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (signatory), Organization for Security and Cooperation 
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in Europe (partner), Permanent Court of Arbitration, Southeast European Cooperative 
Initiative (observer), United Nations, United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development, United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization, United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, United Nations Industrial Development 
Organization, World Tourism Organization, Universal Postal Union, World Customs 
Organization, World Health Organization, World Intellectual Property Organization, 
World Meteorological Organization, World Trade Organization.  

GDP—real growth rate: 

5.1% (2007 est.) 

GDP—composition by sector: 

Agriculture: 2.4%  
Industry: 30% 
Services: 67.6% (2007 est.) 

Labor force—by occupation: 

Agriculture: 18.5%  
Industry: 23.7% 

Services: 50%  

Other: 7.8% (2002) 

Telephones—Main Lines in Use: 

3.01 million (2006) 

Telephones—mobile cellular: 

8.40 million (2006) 

Radio broadcast stations: 

AM 23, FM 15, shortwave 2 (1998) 

Television broadcast stations: 

17 (plus 36 repeaters) (1995) 

Internet users: 

1.90 million (2006) 

Airports: 
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53 (2007) 

Airports—with paved runways: 

Total: 30 

Over 3,047 m (1.89 mi): 2  
2,438 to 3,047 m (1.51-1.89 mi): 5  
1,524 to 2,437 m (0.95-1.51 mi): 7  
914 to 1,523 m (0.57-0.95 mi): 10  
Under 914 m (0.57 mi): 6 (2007) 

Military branches: 

Israel Defense Forces (IDF), Israel Naval Forces (INF), 
Israel Air Force (IAF) (2007).  

Military service age and obligation: 

18 years of age for compulsory (Jews, Druzes) and 
voluntary (Christians, Muslims, Circassians) military service; both sexes are obligated  
for military service; conscript service obligation: 36 months for enlisted men, 21 months 
for enlisted women, 48 months for officers; reserve obligation to age 41–51 (men), 24 
(women) (2008).   

International disputes: 

West Bank and Gaza Strip 

West Bank and Gaza Strip are Israeli-occupied with current status subject to the Israeli–
Palestinian Interim Agreement —permanent status to be determined through further 
negotiation; Israel continues construction of a “seam line” separation barrier along parts 
of the Green Line and within the West Bank; Israel withdrew its settlers and military 
from the Gaza Strip and from four settlements in the West Bank in August 2005.  

Golan Heights 

Golan Heights is Israeli-occupied (Lebanon claims the Shab'a Farms area of Golan 
Heights); since 1948, about 350 peacekeepers from the UN Truce Supervision 
Organization (UNTSO) headquartered in Jerusalem monitor ceasefires, supervise 
armistice agreements, prevent isolated incidents from escalating, and assist other UN 
personnel in the region. 

 

 

Illicit drugs: 
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Growing concern about ecstasy, cocaine, and heroin abuse; drugs arrive in country from 
Lebanon, and increasingly from Jordan, a money-laundering center.  
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Geography 

Introduction 

Israel, a small Middle Eastern country with a total area less than the size of New Jersey, 
exhibits a very diverse geographical footprint for its size.3 Mountains that sometimes are 
dusted with snow in the winter can be found in the north, while some of the most arid 
deserts on Earth are only a few hundred kilometers away to the south. In addition to these 
terrains, a long strip of seashore runs along Israel’s western side where the country 
borders the Mediterranean Sea. 

Israel’s strategic location has long played a role in its history. Ancient Egyptian traders 
traveled to Damascus and beyond on the Via Maris (Derech HaYam) and the King’s 
Highway, two trading routes that traversed parts of what is now modern-day Israel. While 
the trading routes are no longer used, Israel continues to 
occupy an important geographic position within its region. 
Along with Egypt, Israel is the only nation to have ports 
with access to both the Mediterranean Sea and the Indian 
Ocean (at the Red Sea). It also physically separates the 
Arab nations4 of Africa, such as Egypt and Libya, from the 
Middle Eastern Arab countries, such as Jordan, Saudi 
Arabia, and Syria.  

Geographic Divisions 

Israel5 has five major geographical regions, defined by both topography and climate: the 
Mediterranean coastal plain, the central and northern highlands, the Plain of Esdraelon, 
the Great Rift Valley, and the Negev.6 

Mediterranean Coastal Plain 

The coastal plain extends all along the Israeli coast, with the widest portion to the south 
near the Gaza Strip, where it extends 40 km (25 mi) inland from the coast.7 The 
narrowest coastal section is at Haifa, where the Mount Carmel range runs nearly to the 

                                                 

3 MSN Encarta. “Israel. II. Land and Resources. A. Natural Regions.” 2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761575008/israel.html 
4 “Arab nations” is defined in this sense as any country in which Arabic or a local dialect 
of Arabic is the primary language.  
5 References to Israel throughout this report are, except as noted, specific to the country 
as defined by the armistice boundaries of the 1947–48 war (the “Green Line”).  
6 MSN Encarta. “Israel. II. Land and Resources. A. Natural Regions.” 2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761575008/israel.html   
7 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Israel: The Land: Relief.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9106444/Israel#23067.toc  
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coast. The coastal plain is where the majority of Israel’s people live, and it is also the 
commercial and industrial center of the country.  

The Central and Northern Highlands 

The northern Galilean Highlands and the southern Judean 
Hills are part of a mostly continuous north–south chain of 
hills and mountains whose central portion (the Samarian 
Highlands) lies entirely within the West Bank. The 
eastern portions of the mostly barren Judean Hills also lie 
within the West Bank. Israel’s capital, Jerusalem, is 
located within the Judean Hills.   

In the north, the Galilean Highlands are separated from the Samarian Highlands and 
Mount Carmel range by the Plain of Esdraelon.8 Mount Meron, located in the northern 
Galilean Highlands near the Lebanese border, is the highest point in Israel at 1,208 m 
(3,963 ft).9  

Plain of Esdraelon 

This roughly triangular-shaped valley lies between the Galilean Highlands to the north 
and the Mount Carmel range and Samarian Highlands to the south. To the west it is 
bordered by the Mediterranean coastal plain, and its eastern border consists of hills and 
the entrance to the Great Rift (Jordan River) Valley through the Bet-She’an Valley. 
Historically the Plain of Esdraelon has been important as a lowland passage between the 
Mediterranean coastal areas and the Jordan River Valley.10 

The Great Rift Valley 

The eastern border of Israel is part of the northern extension of the Great Rift Valley, a 
geological feature that marks the splitting apart of crustal plates. The Great Rift Valley 
extends discontinuously from Mozambique in southern Africa to Lebanon. The Israeli 
portion of the Great Rift Valley is called the Hula Valley (Emek Hula) in the north near 
the Golan Heights, the Jordan River Valley where the Jordan River bisects it, and the 
Wadi Arabah (Ha-‘Arava) or Arava Valley south of the Dead Sea. At the southernmost 
end of Israel, the Arava Valley forms the narrow Gulf of Aqaba (known as the Gulf of 
Eilat in Israel). The Gulf of Aqaba separates Egypt’s portion of the Sinai Peninsula to the 
west from Jordan, and Saudi Arabia to the east before it veers to the southeast and merges 
into the Red Sea.  

                                                 

8 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Plain of Esdraelon.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9032999/Plain-of-Esdraelon  
9 MSN Encarta. “Israel. II. Land and Resources. A. Natural Regions.” 2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761575008/israel.html  
10 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Plain of Esdraelon.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9032999/Plain-of-Esdraelon  
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The Negev 

The Negev is a southern desert region that contains over 
50% of the total area of Israel. This sparsely populated 
region is strikingly barren in its southern reaches, which 
caused Mark Twain to comment in 1867 that the Negev is 
“a desolation that not even imagination can grace with the 
pomp of life and action.”11 Agriculture has taken hold in 
the northern portions of the Negev by means of drip 
irrigation (which was developed in Israel) and large-scale 
water projects that transport water southward from the Galilee region.12  

Topographic Features 

Most of the region known as Galilee is mountainous, particularly in the Upper Galilee 
section between the Lebanon border and the Sea of Galilee (Lake Kinneret). In this 
region are Mount Meron, the highest point in Israel, and several other peaks higher than 
1,000 m (3,280 ft). The Bet Kerem valley (Biq’at Bet Kerem) separates the mountains of 
Upper Galilee from the less lofty, peaks of Lower Galilee. Mount Tabor, overlooking the 
Plain of Esdraelon, is the highest peak in this region at 588 m (1,929 ft).13  

South of the Plain of Esdraelon, the Mount Carmel Range extends in a northwest 
direction from the West Bank, culminating in its highest point, at 546 m (1,791 ft) 
southwest of the city of Haifa. The central mountains west of the Jordan River are 
traditionally defined as the northern Samarian Highlands and the southern Judean Hills, 
after the ancient names for these regions. Only some low foothills of the Samarian 
Highlands are located on the Israeli side of the “Green Line” (the 1949 armistice lines 
established between Israel and its neighbors). The Judean Hills form a continuous 
connection with the Samarian Highlands and run from the 
Jerusalem area southward. On the Israeli side of the 
Green Line, the Judean Hills find expression as western 
foothills and as the Jerusalem Hills in the Jerusalem 
corridor. They also extend to areas south of the Green 
Line in the northern Negev.   

High plateaus run northeast–southwest through the 
central portion of the Negev. Several crater-like canyons, 

                                                 

11 Gateway to Judaism: The What, How, and Why of Jewish Life. Bechler, Rabbi 
Mordecai. “15. The Land of Israel [p. 267].” 2005. Brooklyn, N.Y: Shaar Press. 
12 Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Fedler, Jon. “Focus on Israel: Israel’s Agriculture in 
the 21st Century.” 24 December 2002. http://www.mfa.gov.il/mfa/facts about 
israel/economy/focus on israel- israel-s agriculture in the 21st  
13 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Mount Meron.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9070847/Mount-Tabor  
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known as makhteshim (the Hebrew word for “mortar’), reveal not the work of meteorite 
impacts or collapsed volcanic cones, but rather simple rock erosion. Largest and most 
famous of Negev’s five makhteshim is Makhtesh Ramon (Ramon Crater), which is 38 km 
(24 mi) long, 6 km (4 mi) wide, and 450 m (1,500 ft) deep.   

Climate 

Despite its small size, Israel has a surprisingly diverse 
climate. Prevailing winds blow from the southwest, and 
in the north they come in over the Mediterranean Sea, 
bringing significant moisture. Further south, however, 
these same winds come in from the Egyptian Sinai Desert, 
resulting in the extreme aridity that characterizes most of 
the Negev.14 The moisture cycle is Mediterranean, with 
almost all rainfall coming in the late fall, winter, and 
early spring. Rainfall totals tend to be higher in hill and mountain regions than along 
adjacent coastal areas. In winter, snowfall is not uncommon in some of the higher 
mountain areas in Galilee.15 

The northern and coastal areas of Israel have mild winters and hot summers. The coastal 
city of Haifa, for example, has average daily maximum temperatures of 18°C (64.4°F) in 
January and 32°C (89.6°F) in August.16 Jerusalem, which is inland, further south, and at a 
higher elevation than Haifa, has a lower average maximum temperature in January, 13°C 
(55.4 °F). In addition, Jerusalem has a lower average minimum temperature in August: 
18°C (64.4°F) compared to Haifa’s average August minimum temperature of 24 °C 
(75.2°F).17, 18  

Near the beginning and end of the summer season, Israel is sometimes blasted by 
khamsin winds (known as sharav in Hebrew). These hot, dry winds blow westward from 
the Arabian Desert.19 Not only do the sharav winds cycle the desert heat toward 

                                                 

14 International Development Research Centre. Lonergan, Stephen C. and David B. 
Brooks. Watershed: The Role of Fresh Water in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict. “Chapter 
2. Geography, Hydrology, and Climate [p. 20].” 1994. 
http://www.idrc.ca/openebooks/719-1/#page_20  
15 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Israel: The Land: Climate.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-23070/Israel  
16 BBC Weather Centre. “Average Conditions: Haifa, Israel.” 2006. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/city_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT002430  
17 BBC Weather Centre. “Average Conditions: Jerusalem, Israel.” 2006. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/city_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT002440 
18 BBC Weather Centre. “Average Conditions: Haifa, Israel.” 2006. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/city_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT002430 
19 BBC Weather Centre. “Country Guide: Israel.” 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/country_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT002440 
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populated areas in central and northern Israel, they can also generate blinding sand and 
dust storms.20   

Rivers and Lakes 

Water is a precious resource in Israel, a country with a growing population that has long 
been committed to achieving agricultural self-sufficiency. The use and diversion of the 
water resources in Israel and the adjoining Israeli-controlled areas has long been one of 
the key issues in the ongoing political conflict in the region. 

Jordan River 

The Jordan River (HaYarden) is Israel’s longest river. In its northern stretch it flows near 
but fully within Israel’s pre-1967 eastern boundary with Syria. South of the Sea of 
Galilee, the Jordan forms the boundary between Israel and Jordan until it reaches the 
northern edge of the West Bank. From here it flows into the Dead Sea. The Jordan River 
separates the West Bank region from Jordan. Located in the Great Rift Valley, much of 
the Jordan River lies below sea level, making it the world’s lowest river.21   

At its northern end, the Jordan is fed by the Hasbani River flowing south from Lebanon, 
the Banias River flowing southwestward from the Golan Heights, and the Dan River, 
which begins in Israel’s northern highlands. Further south, the Yarmuk River, the 
Jordan’s principal tributary, flows in from the east along the Jordan–Syria border.22   

Sea of Galilee (also known as Lake Kinneret and Lake Tiberias) 

The Sea of Galilee is actually a below-sea-level lake fed 
on its northern end and drained on its southern end by the 
Jordan River. It is a major attraction for Christian 
pilgrims because of its association with the life of Jesus. 
In 1964, Israel began water diversions via the National 
Water Carrier, a massive water project that pumps water 
out of the Sea of Galilee depression and carries it via 
aqueducts and tunnels to areas in central and southern 
Israel. Subsequently, Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan began plans for a water project that 
would divert the Hasbani and Banias Rivers into the Yarmuk River, thus bypassing the 
upper Jordan River and Sea of Galilee. This showdown over water control was ultimately 

                                                 

20 IsraelStorms.netfirms.com. Shohami, David. “Israel Storm Chasing and Weather 
Photography.” May 2003. http://israelstorms.netfirms.com/r0203.html  
21 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Jordan River.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9043979/Jordan-River  
22 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Jordan River.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9043979/Jordan-River   
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one of the main causes of the 1967 Arab-Israeli Six-Day War.23 At the end of this war 
Israel had gained possession of the Golan Heights, which gave them significantly more 
control over the rivers and streams feeding into the Sea of Galilee.24    

Dead Sea 

At 418 m (1,371 ft) below sea level, the water surface of 
the Dead Sea is the lowest point on Earth. The Dead Sea 
is also Earth’s saltiest body of water. The eastern half of 
this water-covered depression on the Jordan River is part 
of Jordan. The western side of the Dead Sea is split 
between the West Bank (the northern portion) and Israel 
(the southern portion).   

The Dead Sea has been drying up in recent years as upstream water diversions on the 
Jordan and Yarmuk Rivers have reduced the amount of water flowing into it. It is 
estimated that the Dead Sea has now shrunk by a third from its historical levels.25 In 
reaction to this increasing problem, Israel, Jordan, and the Palestinian Authority signed 
an agreement in May 2005 authorizing a feasibility study for a canal project linking the 
Red Sea to the Dead Sea. Water from the project would be made usable by the 
installation of desalination plants. One additional expected benefit of this project would 
be the generation of hydroelectric power by the gravity flow of Red Sea water to the 
Dead Sea.26 As of late 2007, however, feasibility studies continue to be generated on this 
massive project, and it is expected that if the project were approved, no construction 
would begin until 2011 at the earliest.27  

                                                 

23 Department of Government, University of Texas, Austin. Ammons, Mike. “Water and 
the Arab-Israeli Peace Process.” 16 November 1999. 
http://www.la.utexas.edu/chenry/mena/studpubs/ammons/ammons.html 
24 Department of Government, University of Texas, Austin. Ammons, Mike. “Water and 
the Arab-Israeli Peace Process.” 16 November 1999. 
http://web.austin.utexas.edu/chenry/mena/studpubs/ammons/ammons.html  
25 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. Washington Report on Middle East Affairs. 
Humphries, Isabelle. “World Bank’s Red Sea-Dead Sea Feasibility Study Ignores the 
Source of the Problem.” March 2007. 
http://www.britannica.com/magazine/article?query=Dead+Sea&id=2  
26 The Sydney Morning Herald. Urquhart, Conal. “Dead Sea Canal Hopes to End a Dry 
Argument.” 10 May 2005. http://www.smh.com.au/news/World/Dead-Sea-canal-hopes-
to-end-a-dry-argument/2005/05/09/1115584909842.html  
27 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. Washington Report on Middle East Affairs. 
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Aquifers 

Approximately 30% of Israel’s water needs are supplied by the Jordan River via the 
National Water Carrier that originates on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee. Most of 
the remaining water comes from two large aquifers. The coastal aquifer underlies the 
coastal plain from the Gaza Strip to south of Haifa near Mount Carmel. (A smaller 
portion of the Coastal Aquifer lies in the coastal area north of Haifa.) It has been 
historically overpumped and suffers from saltwater intrusion.28 The mountain aquifer lies 
east of the coastal aquifer beneath the Samarian Highlands and Judean Hills. Much of the 
mountain aquifer recharges itself in land located within the West Bank, but many of the 
natural discharge areas lie within Israel. Thus, a high percentage of mountain aquifer 
water is used by Israel, the only source of freshwater for those living in the West Bank. 
This fact has severely complicated efforts to establish an Israeli-Palestinian peace.29   

Population and Cities 

 

Urban Area Population 31 December 
2006 30 

District 

Jerusalem 733,300 Jerusalem 

Tel Aviv - Yafo 384,400 Tel Aviv* 

Haifa 266,300 Haifa 

Rishon LeZiyyon 222,000 Central* 

                                                 

28 Bar-Ilan University. Zaslavsky, Dan. “Definition of Israel’s Water Problems or ‘Water 
as a Metaphor.’” 14 June 2000. http://www.biu.ac.il/soc/besa/water/zaslavsky.html  
29 Journal of Natural Resources and Life Sciences Education. Vol. 30. El-Fadel, M. and R. 
Quba’a, N. El-Hougeiri, Z. Hashisho, D. Jamali. “The Israeli Palestinian Mountain 
Aquifer: A Case Study in Ground Water Conflict Resolution.” 2001. 
http://www.jnrlse.org/pdf/2001/E00-23.pdf  
30 Central Bureau of Statistics, Government of Israel. “Table 3. Population(1) of 
Localities Numbering Above 1,000 Residents and Other Rural Population on 
31/12/2006.” 2007. http://www.scribd.com/doc/338182/table3 



 
20

Ashdod 204,200 South 

Beersheba 185,400 South 

Petah Tiqwa 184,200 Central* 

Netanya 173,800 Central 

Holon 167,100 Tel Aviv* 

Ramat Gan 129,700 Tel Aviv* 

Bat Yam 129,400 Tel Aviv* 

Rehovot 104,500 Central* 

*Part of the Gush Dan metropolitan area. 

Tel Aviv-Yafo 

Tel Aviv-Yafo is Israel's commercial and financial center 
as well as the focus of its cultural life. It is also the core 
of Israel’s largest metropolitan area, known as the Gush 
Dan metropolis. Within this sprawling urban setting are 
seven of Israel’s twelve most populous cities. 
Headquartered in Tel Aviv are most industrial 
organizations, the stock exchange, the Israel Diamond 
Exchange (in suburban Ramat Gan), major newspapers 
and publishing houses, and almost all international embassies. Recently, high-tech and 
scientific-research firms, many located in the suburban ring of cities around Tel Aviv, 
have helped modernize the metropolitan area’s economic profile.31, 32  

                                                 

31 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Tel Aviv: Economy.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-274763/Tel-Aviv-Yafo  
32 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Tel Aviv: City Layout.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-274761/Tel-Aviv-Yafo  
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Despite its reputation as Israel’s economic engine and its wealthiest city, Tel Aviv suffers 
from some typical urban maladies. One of these is a strong social and economic divide 
between the northern and southern parts of the city. In the northern area, generally richer 
and more religiously liberal Ashkenazim (Jews and their descendants who have 
emigrated from east Europe) are found, and in the southern part of the city, poorer, more 
religiously conservative Sephardim and Mizrahim (Jews from southern Europe and 
Arabic-speaking countries) live. Guest workers and recent immigrants from Russia and 
Ethiopia also reside in the southern part of Tel Aviv-Yafo.33    

Tel Aviv, the first all-Jewish city in modern times, was founded in 1909 as a suburb of 
Jaffa, one of the most ancient port cities in the world.34 In 1934, Tel Aviv was granted 
municipal status, and in 1950 it was renamed Tel Aviv-Yafo, the new municipality 
absorbing old Jaffa. Jaffa (Yafo), the former core city with an Arab population of roughly 
33%, is now mostly known as a tourism center.35 Modern Tel Aviv is the most secular 
city in Israel, and in this sense it is a striking contrast to Jerusalem. As almost any tour 
guide will point out, there is a well-worn Israeli adage that “Tel Aviv plays while 
Jerusalem prays.”36  

Jerusalem 

Israel’s largest city, Jerusalem, is also the political and 
spiritual center of the country. Like Mecca, Varanasi, and 
a handful of other world cities, Jerusalem is a major 
religious pilgrimage site. Unlike the other cities, however, 
pilgrims from three religions—Jews, Muslims, and 
Christians—come to Jerusalem to visit and worship at 
some of their religion’s holiest sites.37 Many of these sites 
are in the Old City, a walled compound with four distinct 
quarters (Muslim, Christian, Jewish, Armenian). Israel’s oldest and most famous 
university (Hebrew University) makes Jerusalem a major educational center as well.  

In 1950, the Israeli Government made Jerusalem the capital of Israel, although only the 
western part of the city was within Israeli-controlled boundaries at the time. (Jordan 

                                                 

33 Economist.com. City Guides. “Tel Aviv: Historical Background.” 2008.  
http://www.economist.com/cities/findStory.cfm?city_id=TLV&folder=Facts2DHistory  
34 Economist.com. City Guides. “Tel Aviv: Historical Background.” 2008.  
http://www.economist.com/cities/findStory.cfm?city_id=TLV&folder=Facts2DHistory  
35 Jewish Virtual Library. American-Israel Cooperative Enterprise. “Jaffa.” 2008. 
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Society_&_Culture/geo/jaffa.html 
36 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Tel Aviv-Yafo: Character of the City.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9071570/Tel-Aviv-Yafo  
37 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Jerusalem: Character of the City.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/302812/Jerusalem/242884/Character-of-the-
city 
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controlled the eastern part of Jerusalem, including the Old City.) Planning immediately 
began for the construction of the Knesset, Israel’s parliament building, which was 
inaugurated in 1966.38 After the 1967 Six-Day War, Israel took control of the entire city. 
In 1980 the Israeli Knesset passed a Basic Law declaring Jerusalem, “complete and 
united,” to be the capital of the country. Subsequently that year, the United Nations (UN) 
passed a nonbinding resolution that condemned Israel’s annexation of Jerusalem and 
advised member states to remove their embassies from the city.39  When the UN 
resolution was passed, 13 countries had their embassies in Jerusalem. In 2006, the last 
two nations with Jerusalem embassies (El Salvador and Costa Rica) moved them out of 
the city.40  

The U.S. does not officially recognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. In reaction to 
this policy, the U.S. Congress has enacted legislation granting Jerusalem capital status “in 
particular instances,” and in 1995 passed a law requiring that the U.S. State Department 
move their embassy to the city by May 1999.41 However, the law has never been 
implemented owing to successive six-month security waivers signed by Presidents 
Clinton and Bush.42 The U.S. does have a consulate in Jerusalem.  

Haifa 

Located at the base of Mount Carmel, Haifa is Israel’s 
third-largest city and the largest city in northern Israel.  
Haifa is the industrial center of Israel, containing plants 
devoted to steel, chemicals, food processing, and oil 
refining. Haifa is also home to the country’s largest port 
and two of its eight universities (University of Haifa and 
Technion-Israel Institute of Technology). The city has a 
diverse population, including significant Muslim and 
Christian Druze minorities. Appropriately, Haifa is the spiritual center for the Bahá'í faith, 
a worldwide religion that stresses the unity of all religious teachings and messengers.43, 44 

                                                 

38 The Knesset. “The Knesset Building in Giv’at Ram: Planning and Construction.” 2006. 
http://www.knesset.gov.il/building/architecture/eng/art1_prologue_eng.htm  
39 Council on Foreign Relations. “UN Security Council Resolution 478, Israel.” 20 
August 1980. http://www.cfr.org/publication/11226/  
40 YNetnews.com. Reuters. “El Salvador to Remove Embassy from Jerusalem.” 25 
August 2006. http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-3295745,00.html  
41 Congressional Research Service, Library of Congress. Migdalovitz, Carol. “Israel: 
Background and Relations with the United States.” 31 August 2006. 
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/IB82008.pdf   
42 Office of the White House. “Memorandum for the Secretary of State: Presidential 
Determination No. 2007-21.” 1 June 2007. 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2007/06/20070601-25.html   
43 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Haifa.” 2008. 
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However, there is no true Bahái community in Israel, because the Bahái faith forbids 
religious conversions in countries in which such actions could spark controversy.45  

Haifa is effectively divided in two by the Mount Carmel Range, which extends virtually 
to the Mediterranean Sea at its most northwest point. Many of the city’s residences are on 
the Mount Carmel hillside, while business and industry is found in flatter areas. Most of 
the city’s business and industrial sector lies near the deep-sea port on the northeast side of 
the Mount Carmel divide. The Haifa port also houses the Israeli Defense Force’s largest 
naval base.  

Beersheba (Be’er Sheva) 

Beersheba (Be’er Sheva) is the capital and largest city of 
Israel’s large Southern District, which encompasses all of 
the Negev and some areas to its north. Since Israeli 
independence, the city has grown rapidly as first Jewish 
Ashkenazim immigrants, and later immigrants from 
Russia, Ethiopia, and other countries have moved to the 
area.46 Beersheba is presently the 6th most populous city 
in the country. The main campus of the Ben-Gurion 
University of the Negev is located in the city. In the desert south of the city lies the 
affiliated Jacob Blaustein Institutes for Desert Research, one of the world’s renowned 
centers of arid land research.47 Although Beersheba sprawls with new neighborhoods, its 
roots as a desert caravan oasis can still be glimpsed at a weekly market held for the many 
Bedouins who live nearby in the Negev.48  

Beersheba has been occupied and then later abandoned numerous times throughout 
history. The latest rebuilding of the city began in the early 1900s when the area was still 
ruled by Ottoman Turks. In the 1947 UN partition plan for Palestine, Beersheba was 

                                                                                                                                                 

44 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Bahá'í Faith.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9001542/Bahai-faith  
45 JewishSightseeing.com. San Diego Jewish Press-Heritage. “The Fourth Faith.” 3 April 
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46 Jewish Exponent. Russo, Yocheved Miriam. “Who Ya Gotta See to Get a Bagel 
Around Here?” 3 January 2008. http://www.jewishexponent.com/article/14969/  
47 ISRAEL21c. Freid, Stephanie. “Global Democracy: Israel Produces ‘Ambassadors’ of 
the Environment.” 15 October 2006. 
http://www.israel21c.org/bin/en.jsp?enDispWho=Articles5El1447&enPage=BlankPage&
enDisplay=view&enDispWhat=object&enVersion=0&enZone=Democracy  
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planned to be part of the Arab state.49 However, the city was later captured from 
occupying Egypt during the 1948–49 war between newly founded Israel and neighboring 
Arab countries.50    

Ashdod 

Israel’s 5th largest city, Ashdod, is a relatively new city, 
built about 7 km (4.5 mi) north of the ruins of ancient 
Ashdod. During Biblical times, it was the capital of the 
Philistines. Later the ancient city was part of the Greek 
and Roman empires, but eventually faded into 
insignificance during the Middle Ages.51  

Ashdod is one of Israel’s fastest growing cities, having 
received many of the immigrants from Russia since the 1990s.52 Located south of Tel 
Aviv-Yafo, Ashdod is also home to the country’s most modern port, which is the export 
center for much of Israel’s citrus crop.53 Ashdod is primarily known as an industrial city. 
Textiles, power generation, and oil refining are some of the city’s larger industrial 
activities.   

Environmental Concerns 

In Israel’s first decades of existence, economic development, national security, and 
infrastructure creation took precedence over all other issues, including the status of the 
environment. Today, environmental concerns have become a more prominent part of the 
Israeli national discourse. The biggest of these concerns is water quality. 

It is hard to overemphasize the importance of water in mostly arid Israel. Most of the 
country’s agricultural areas are irrigated, but as Israel’s population has steadily increased, 
a higher percentage of the available water has been needed for human consumption. The 

                                                 

49 United Nations. “Palestine Plan of Partition with Economic Union Proposed by the Ad 
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51 Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Israel Magazine-On-Web. Griver, Simon. 
“Ashdod—Israel’s Fastest Growing City.” 1 October 2001. 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Israel beyond the conflict/Ashdod - Israel-s fastest growing 
city  
52 Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Israel Magazine-On-Web. Griver, Simon. 
“Ashdod—Israel’s Fastest Growing City.” 1 October 2001. 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Israel beyond the conflict/Ashdod - Israel-s fastest growing 
city  
53 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Ashdod.” 2008. 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9009816/Ashdod  



 
25

limited water resources cannot be significantly expanded domestically, except by 
building expensive desalination plants. Thus, creative measures have been necessary in 
order to meet demand. For example, much of the water now used in Israeli agriculture 
and industry is “grey water,” or water that has been recycled from sewage. Drip irrigation, 
a technology developed in Israel, has also been widely implemented. Such water 
conservation techniques have allowed water allotments for agriculture to drop by 40% 
without a resulting drop in crop yields.54   

Pollution of the remaining water sources, however, has 
affected their availability to provide for consumption. 
Overpumping in the coastal aquifer has resulted in 
saltwater infiltration, while nitrates from fertilizers have 
contaminated many wells in this area as well. In some 
areas, aging or nonexistent sewage treatment systems 
have led to waste material polluting both surface water 
and ground water.55 In the spring of 2008, record low 
levels in the Sea of Galilee and the coastal and mountain aquifers due to a several-years-
long drought raised the possibility that all three water sources could become severely 
polluted.56  

For many years, the worst affected areas for air pollution in Israel were the most heavily 
industrialized cities, such as Haifa and Ashdod. Sulfur dioxide levels in these two cities 
were for a time well above standards, but a crackdown using emission permits has 
significantly lowered the danger level for this pollutant.57 On the other hand, Israel’s car 
traffic has rapidly increased over the last few decades, and auto emissions are now the 
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number one air pollution problem in crowded urban areas such as Tel Aviv and 
Jerusalem.58    

Natural Hazards 

Israel is prone to earthquakes, although no high-
magnitude, life-threatening seismic activity has occurred 
in recent memory. The last earthquake in the region, 
which was estimated to have reached magnitude 7 on the 
Richter scale, was in 1033 C.E., and most seismologists 
agree that Israel is overdue for another “big one.” The 
two major faults in the region are the Carmel Fault, 
running along the ridge line of the Mount Carmel Range, 
and the Dead Sea Fault. Archaeological evidence points to major events along the Dead 
Sea Fault on average every 400 years. The Carmel Fault is still being investigated for 
evidence of past earthquakes.59   

Sandstorms are another recurring natural hazard in Israel, occurring usually in spring and 
late summer in conjunction with the sharav winds. While not as life threatening as 
earthquakes, the particulates in the air produce health problems for those subject to 
respiratory ailments.  
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History 

Introduction 

Israel occupies a land that has seen countless tribes, 
civilizations, and empires come and go over many 
millennia. At one time or another, all or part of the 
ancient land of Israel, also known as Palestine and 
Canaan, was ruled by Arab Caliphs, Assyrians, 
Babylonians, British, Byzantines, Egyptian Mamelukes, 
Greeks, Hebrews, Israelites, Ottoman Turks, Persians, 
Philistines, and Romans. Today, a discussion of the 
ancient history of this region can quickly become controversial, given that modern claims 
to the land and its sites are sometimes based on historical precedence. A further 
complication is that regional geographic terms, such as Israel, Palestine, Judea, and 
Samaria, have modern and ancient boundaries that often vary considerably and were 
never as well delineated in ancient times as some Biblical atlases might suggest.60  

The modern state of Israel, on the other hand, has a relatively brief history, one whose 
roots lie in the late 19th century.  

Zionism61 and Jewish Immigration 

Although Jewish emigration to Palestine from Eastern Europe took place throughout the 
late 1800s, a turning point came in 1897, when the First Zionist Congress was held in 
Basel, Switzerland. Organized by Theodor Herzl, the author of the influential book “The 
Jewish State,” the Congress announced plans to create a Jewish home in Palestine. 
During the Fifth Congress in 1901, the Jewish National Fund was established to provide 
money to purchase the land for the initial Jewish settlements in then Ottoman Empire-
controlled Palestine.62 These settlements were mostly farm collectives and small towns, 
but as time went by Jewish immigrants increasingly moved to cities. In 1909, Tel Aviv 
was founded as a Jewish suburb to the Muslim city of Jaffa.  

World War I brought the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, which had ruled Palestine 
more or less continuously for four hundred years.63 During the war, British Foreign 
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Secretary, Arthur Balfour, wrote a letter to Lord Lionel Walter Rothschild, a prominent 
Zionist supporter, promising British support for a Jewish National Home in Palestine. 
Around the same time, both Britain and Germany made attempts to gain Arab favor 
toward the Allies, as well, by promising the Arabs national postwar independence. 
(Unfortunately, in subsequent correspondence they defined the areas under consideration 
somewhat vaguely.)64, 65 British High Commissioner for Egypt, Sir Henry McMahon, and 
Emir of Mecca, Husayn ibn ‘Ali, discussed this issue of Arab independence in a series of 
letters written between the two men.66 Ultimately, the seeming contradiction between the 
statements made in the Balfour and McMahon documents have provided ammunition for 
both sides’ arguments in the territorial conflict that continues to this day.  

The British Mandate 

After the war, Britain and France split the former Ottoman Arab 
states between them, with Britain receiving the Council of the League 
of Nations mandate instrument for Palestine in 1922. The British 
Mandate originally defined Palestine to include the Transjordan 
region (today known as the nation of Jordan) but was later narrowed 
to the area west of the Jordan River.67 As part of the Palestine 
Mandate, the British were responsible for establishing “political, 
administrative and economic conditions as will secure the 
establishment of the Jewish National Home…and the development of 
self-governing institutions.”68 The British mandate also recognized 
“an appropriate Jewish agency” for advice and assistance in 
establishing this homeland. The World Zionist Organization, the group founded by Herzl 
near the turn of the century, was widely regarded as the de facto Jewish agency.69 Its 
President was Chaim Weizmann, an internationally recognized chemist who would later 
become the State of Israel’s first President.  

During the early 1920s, European Jewish immigration to Palestine continued to increase, 
as did conflicts with Palestinian Arabs; often the situation boiling over into violence. . In 
1921, after anti-Zionist riots broke out in Jaffa and spread to other Jewish communities, a 
delegation of Palestinian Arabs visited London and demanded that the Balfour 
Declaration be rescinded. They proposed in its place the establishment of a Palestinian 
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national government consisting of a democratically elected parliament of Muslims, Jews, 
and Christians. The British response summarizing their consideration of the problem 
came in 1922 in the Churchill White Paper (named after then-Colonial Secretary Winston 
Churchill). It stated that Britain did “not contemplate that Palestine as a whole should be 
converted into a Jewish National Home, but that such a Home should be founded in 
Palestine.” The Churchill White Paper also proposed an undefined cap on Jewish 
immigration to Palestine. Specifically, the number of immigrants was not “to exceed 
whatever may be the economic capacity of the country at the time to absorb new arrivals” 
nor should the immigration “deprive any section of the present population of their 
employment.”70  

A Gathering Storm 

A period of relative calm between 1923 and 1929 was shattered in 
August 1929 by riots in Jerusalem, Zefat, Hebron, and other cities.71 
Shortly thereafter, in the 1930s, Jewish immigration to Palestine once 
again increased as the Nazi Party ascended to power in Germany. 
Tensions between the Arabs and Jews continued to escalate, 
culminating in the Arab Revolt of 1936–39. Thousands died before 
the British were able to finally quell the worst of the violence by 
bringing in additional forces and declaring martial law.72 In May 
1939, the British government issued a White Paper limiting Jewish 
immigration to 75,000 people over the next five years and stating that 
an independent Palestinian state should be established “in which 
Arabs and Jews share government in such a way as to ensure that the essential interests of 
each community are safeguarded.”73 Neither side embraced the White Paper, but Zionist 
leaders such as David Ben-Gurion vowed to actively fight against its implementation.74  

Shortly thereafter, Britain was drawn into World War II. During the War the British 
actively sought to prevent illegal immigration to Palestine, despite the increasing 
suspicions that systematic extermination of Jews was taking place in Eastern Europe. 
After two boats carrying illegal Jewish immigrants sank in 1940 and 1942, killing 
hundreds, a Zionist splinter group known as LEHI (a Hebrew acronym for Lohamei 
Herut Israel, or “Fighters for the Freedom of Israel”) carried out several attacks on the 
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British. These attacks included the assassination of Lord Moyne, the British minister of 
state for the Middle East. 75  

As World War II came to an end, Jewish and Arab positions further hardened. Zionist 
leaders continued to push for increased immigration and the establishment of a Jewish 
state in Palestine. Although publicly expressing regret for the horrors visited upon 
European Jews during the Holocaust, the Arabs declared that there “can be no greater 
injustice and aggression than solving the problem of the Jews of Europe by another 
injustice, i.e., by inflicting injustice on the Arabs of Palestine of various religions and 
denominations.”76 

Independence and the War of 1948–49 

Britain, already strained by the war effort and grappling 
with the final stages of their departure from India, finally 
decided that the Palestinian situation had come to an 
impasse. In 1947 they referred the Palestine question to 
the United Nations (UN), which subsequently 
recommended that the region should be partitioned into 
an Arab and a Jewish state.77 Arabs immediately voiced 
their unwillingness to abide by the UN plan. The result 
was that Palestine was embroiled in full-scale civil war by the end of the year. By March 
of 1948, the UN reported that the hostilities had made it impossible for the partition plan 
to be carried out.78 

The British left Palestine on 14 May 1948, followed several hours later by the Jewish 
declaration of the independent State of Israel. The next day Syria, Transjordan, Iraq, and 
Egypt moved their armies into Palestine and full-scale war broke out. Over the next year 
a series of campaigns were fought in the Israeli War of Independence (also referred to as 
the Israeli–Arab 1948 War). Fighting alternated with short truce periods, resulting in 
Israel taking control of all of Galilee and the Negev, and a finger of land leading to west 
Jerusalem. Arabs were left with a coastal area around the city of Gaza (the “Gaza Strip”), 
administered by Egypt, and east Jerusalem (including the Old City) and the area known 
today as the West Bank, both under Jordanian control.  
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The Post-Independence Period 

By January 1949, Israeli forces held the lands that were to define Israeli territory until the 
next war in 1967. These included several areas that were originally designated for the 
Arab state in the UN partition plan, including the western Galilee region, the city of Jaffa 
(Yafo), and the lower part of Judea (including the city of Beersheba). The new 
boundaries of control were formalized by a series of armistices between Israel and its 
Arab neighbors in 1949, and today these are known as the pre-1967 borders, or “green 
line.” The 1948 war resulted in between 520,000 (Israeli sources) and 800,000 (Arab 
sources) Arab refugees moving from areas controlled by Israel to camps in Gaza, the 
West Bank, and surrounding Arab countries. A smaller number of Jewish refugees lost 
their property and rights when they were forced to relocate from their homes in the West 
Bank and Gaza after the war.79, 80  

To help Palestinian Arab refugees created by the 1948 war, UNRWA, the United Nations 
Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees, was established in 1949 by UN 
Resolution 302. It was the first permanent agency set up by the UN to deal with refugees, 
providing registration services, housing, and schools.81 Today, nearly sixty years later, 
the question of Palestinian refugees’ right of return continues to be one of the thorny 
issues that hinder the Palestinian–Israeli peace process. As of 2007, the number of 
Palestinian refugees under UNRWA’s care numbers 4.6 million according to a UN 
report.82, 83 

The new State of Israel faced numerous challenges 
following Ben-Gurion’s declaration of independence in 
1948. One of the first of these was consolidation of the 
various militias into a unified military force, known as 
the Israel Defense Forces (IDF). One of the most militant 
of these militias, the Irgun, challenged the military 
unification efforts and sailed the cargo ship Altalena into 
Tel Aviv harbor loaded with arms and a force of 940 men. 
This illegal action ran counter to an agreement previously signed by the IDF and the 
Irgun and its leader, Menachem Begin (who would later become Israeli Prime Minister 
and win a Nobel Peace Prize for his role in negotiating the Camp David accords). IDF 
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forces loyal to the provisional government of Ben-Gurion fired on the Altalena, and 
Begin decided to back down rather than escalate the matter further.84  

Creating a Nation and Government 

Another challenge for the fledgling Israeli state was the creation of a 
central government and state institutions. A Provision Council of 
State was formed, headed by Ben-Gurion as Prime Minister, and 
Weizmann in the largely ceremonial position as President. Plans were 
put into place to elect a Constituent Assembly that would draw up 
and ratify a new constitution for the country. While the elections did 
proceed, and the Constituent Assembly became the country’s first 
parliament (or Knesset) in February 1949, no constitution has yet 
been approved. This lack of result is mainly due to the large division 
of opinion on what form the constitution should take between secular 
and religious elements in the Israeli political realm.85 Instead, the 
country’s state institutions, operations, and stances on basic rights are defined by a series 
of Basic Laws that have been passed periodically since 1958.  

Israel found itself in a state of financial distress in the early years following independence. 
By 1952, international aid from Jewish charities, bond sales, and the United States 
government had helped to begin stabilizing the nation’s economy.86, 87 These early years 
also saw a tremendous influx of Jewish immigrants into Israel, especially after the 
Knesset passed the Law of Return in 1950 ensuring citizenship for any Jewish immigrant 
to Israel. Many of those coming to Israel at this time were Sephardim and Mizrahim Jews 
from the Iberian Peninsula and Arabic- and Persian-speaking countries. They tended to 
be poorer, less well educated, and culturally quite different from the Ashkenazic Jews of 
Central and Eastern Europe, who were the dominant group of both Israel’s general 
culture and Ben-Gurion’s Mapai (Labor) Party.88 Over time, these differences became 
interwoven into the political fabric of Israeli democracy.  
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The Ben-Gurion Era 

Ben-Gurion served as Israeli Prime Minister for 13 of the 
country’s first 15 years, taking only a two-year break 
from 1953–55. The Ben-Gurion era was a difficult time 
for Israel, as national security was far from assured and 
cross-border attacks were common. A discreet five-year 
nonaggression treaty negotiated in 1950 with King 
Abdullah of Transjordan fell through amidst Palestinian 
and Arab protests. The following year, King Abdullah 
was assassinated on Temple Mount in Jerusalem. As the violence continued, much of it 
against civilians in border regions, Israel IDF forces started staging counterattacks against 
both guerrilla forces and Egyptian and Jordanian military forces. One of the most 
infamous of these was a botched covert operation in 1954 that came to be known as the 
Lavon affair, after Israeli Defense Minister Pinchas Lavon;  underground Israeli cells 
planted bombs against British and American facilities in Egypt, while blaming the plot on 
Arab extremists in the government of Egyptian President Gamal Nasser. When Egyptian 
police revealed the scheme, Lavon’s subsequent resignation brought Ben-Gurion back as 
the new Defense Minister. Several months later he would once again become Israeli 
Prime Minister.89, 90   

The Suez War 

Shortly after Ben-Gurion returned to power, Israel, 
together with Britain and France, began planning an 
operation designed to resecure control over the Suez 
Canal, which Egypt had recently nationalized. At this 
time, Egypt was arguably Israel’s fiercest adversary. 
Besides tensions caused by the border attacks from the 
Egyptian-controlled Gaza Strip, Israel’s relations with 
Egypt were further strained when Nasser announced a 
blockade on the narrow Strait of Tiran. This strategic waterway provided the only outlet 
to the Red Sea from the southern Israeli port of Eilat.91  

In October 1956, IDF forces overran Gaza and continued on into the Sinai Peninsula, at 
which point French and British military contingents moved into the Suez Canal area. 
Their apparent purpose was to establish a buffer zone between Israeli and Egyptian forces. 
An impasse quickly developed, and as international tensions arose amidst the background 

                                                 
89 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Country Study: Israel. Lewis, Mark A. “History: 
Problems of the New State, 1948–67: The Emergence of the IDF.” December 1988. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query2/r?frd/cstdy:@field(DOCID+il0033) 
90 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Pinhas Lavon.” 2008. http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-
9389296/Pinhas-Lavon#751938.hook 
91 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. Sicherman, Harvey. “Israel: The Ben-Gurion Era: The Suez War.” 
2008. http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-219426/Israel 



 
34

of the Cold War, the U.S. Eisenhower administration stepped in and pressured all three of 
its allies to leave the region. The conclusion of the Suez Crisis significantly raised the 
standing of Nasser in the Arab world. At the same time, the Israelis from their 
perspective came to see some downstream benefits, including a lessening of attacks from 
the Gaza Strip and closer military relations with France. The strong performance of the 
IDF forces in the Sinai also gave Israeli leaders confidence in their ability to stage future 
large-scale military operations.92     

In 1963, Ben-Gurion stepped down as Prime Minister for a second, and final, time. His 
successor, Levi Eshkol, was viewed as a more cautious leader, less inclined to engage 
Israel’s Arab neighbors in hostilities. However, events four years later would force his 
hand and lead to a short but decisive war that completely rearranged the political 
geography of the region.  

Prelude to the 6-Day War 

In April 1967, Israeli fighter jets shot down six Syrian 
MIG jets over the Golan Heights. The already heightened 
tensions along the border region further escalated, and the 
Soviet Union alleged that Israel was planning to attack 
Syria. Syria itself complained that its Arab neighbor, 
Egypt, was doing little to support it. In response, 
Egyptian President Nasser demanded that United Nations 
forces leave the Sinai Peninsula, which they did, and his 
government began to remilitarize the region. The Strait of Tiran was also once again put 
under blockade. In May, Egypt signed a mutual-defense pact with Jordan.93  

As the climate in the region became increasingly bellicose, the Israeli government put 
itself on emergency status. It formed a National Unity Government that included the 
Herut Party, the leading right-wing opposition group headed by Menachem Begin. The 
IDF forces were mobilized, and Moshe Dayan, military leader of the 1956 Suez 
Campaign, was named Minister of Defense.94  
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The Six-Day War 

On June 5, the Israeli Air Force almost completely 
destroyed the Egyptian Air Force while the latter’s planes 
sat on the ground. This preemptive strike was followed 
by Israeli ground fighting against Syrian, Egyptian, and 
ultimately Jordanian forces. After Jordan decided to enter 
the war, Israel pushed eastward, conquering East 
Jerusalem and the entire West Bank. To the north, the 
Israelis overran the Syrian highlands known as the Golan Heights, and to the east, they 
took the Gaza Strip and the entire Sinai Peninsula from Egyptian control. Following the 
1967 war, and especially after the Likud Party took power in 1977, the Israeli 
government allowed the development of settlements in the newly obtained areas beyond 
the pre-1967 borders. The majority of these settlements were in eastern Jerusalem and the 
West Bank, although lesser amounts of settlement development would later occur in the 
Gaza Strip and Golan Heights.95   

This short and decisive victory for Israeli forces in 1967 came to be known as the Six 
Day War. It was widely celebrated by Israelis as images of IDF paratroopers at the 
Wailing Wall of Jerusalem’s Old City were shown in the media.96 Nonetheless, the Israeli 
victory did little to help it to establish security from conflict with its neighboring states, 
and in several ways it vastly complicated Israel’s political situation. First and foremost, 
Israel was now in control of lands where millions of Palestinian Arabs resided. While an 
Arab minority also existed within the Israeli side of the “green line” representing the end 
of conflict in 1948–49, the Palestinians residing within the newly controlled regions were 
the dominant majority population. International concern over the continuing Middle East 
conflict and the unresolved status of the areas conquered by Israel resulted in the United 
Nations Resolution 242, adopted in November 1967. This resolution called for Israeli 
withdrawal from the occupied territories in exchange for Arab recognition and 
acceptance of the State of Israel.  

The 1973 Yom Kippur War 

The Israeli military also found itself stretched thin logistically after the Six Day War. A 
so-called War of Attrition developed along the Suez Canal boundary with Egypt. These 
deadly skirmishes intensified in 1969 after Prime Minister Golda Meir ordered air raids 
deep into Egypt.97 On the eastern front, the Israelis were increasingly subject to guerrilla 
raids launched from Jordan by members of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO). 
The PLO was founded in 1964, but only started to gain recognition as the representative 
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organization for Palestinians (rather than the nations of Jordan and Egypt) after the Six 
Day War.98   

On the Jewish holy day of Yom Kippur in 1973 (October 6), Israel 
was surprised by a two-pronged attack from Syria and Egypt. Egypt’s 
stance toward Israel had become somewhat less hawkish since Anwar 
Sadat had become president after Nasser’s death. Thus, unlike in 
1967 there was not a sense of impending war preceding the beginning 
of hostilities in 1973. Nonetheless, an Egyptian military buildup and 
occasional comments from Sadat about going to war with Israel did 
not invite complacency. The Israeli military suffered heavy casualties 
in the early days of fighting, with both the Syrians and Egyptians able 
to make territorial inroads into the Golan Heights and Sinai Peninsula, 
respectively. Afterwards, however, the Israelis were able to regroup 
and reverse their losses. As Egypt’s Third Army came under threat by the Israeli 
counteroffensive, the U.S. Secretary of State traveled to the Soviet Union at Moscow’s 
urgent request and negotiated a ceasefire resolution with Soviet President Leonid 
Breshnev. It was later passed as a United Nations resolution on October 22. Three days 
later, the ceasefire finally became reality after the Soviet Union threatened to intervene to 
preserve the Third Army.99, 100  

The Immediate Postwar Environment 

After hostilities ended, Israel still retained control of virtually all the regions that it had 
held since 1967. Nonetheless, the 1973 war had significant repercussions. Because of the 
oil boycott staged by Arab countries on Israeli-friendly nations during the conflict, this 
most valuable commodity of the industrial world was, for the first time, seen as a potent 
political tool in the Middle East conflict. Egypt and Sadat continued to increasingly 
distance itself from the Soviet Union, and instead began forging closer economic and 
diplomatic ties with the U.S. This position would eventually lead to the Camp David 
Accords and Egypt’s signing of a peace agreement with Israel six years later, a move 
harshly criticized in the Arab world. Within Israel, the early losses in the Arab–Israeli 
War shook the country’s military self-confidence. An investigative report by a national 
commission was highly critical of the military lack of preparedness for the 1973 attacks. 
Meir and Defense Minister Moshe Dayan resigned early in 1974.The Prime Minister’s 
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position went to Yitzhak Rabin, the government’s Minister of Labor and former 
Ambassador to the United States.101 

During the three years of Rabin’s administration, a disengagement 
agreement was reached with Egypt, but little additional progress was 
made in resolving the continuing issues in the region. The 
ultranationalist Gush Emunim movement began to gather momentum, 
establishing small Jewish communities near Arab population centers 
in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip. These settlements not only 
complicated Israel policy, but they also became lightning rods for 
international opposition against the continued Israeli occupation of 
these areas.102 The Rabin administration’s ability to negotiate was 
also affected by a 1974 summit of Arab nations, which declared the 
PLO, which Israel categorized as a terrorist organization, to be the 
sole representative for the Palestinian Arabs.103   

The Rise of Likud 

Economically, Israel felt itself battered during the post-Yom Kippur War period. Inflation, 
unemployment, an international recession, and an escalating arms race with its neighbors 
were some of the symptoms and causes of this decline. Along with infighting and 
corruption, they led to a weakened Labor Party. By the 1977 elections, the degree of 
discontent became widely apparent when the conservative Likud Party, led by Menachem 
Begin, swept to power. For the first time in Israel’s history, the country was led by a non-
Labor government.104 The change in parties also reflected a seismic shift in Israel itself, 
as the Ashkenazim of the Labor Party, who had dominated the political, social, and 
economic realms of Israeli society since it came into being, were now on the outside. In 
their places were increasing numbers of Sephardim and Mizrahim, who had become the 
most populous group in Israel and were strong Likud supporters.105 As a result, the 
cultural dividing line in Israeli society between the Ashkenazim “haves” and the 
Mizrahim/Sephardim “have-nots” began to blur.106  
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In 1978 Israel signed the Camp David Accords with 
Egypt. Thus began the process of returning the remainder 
of the Sinai Peninsula to Egyptian control, formally 
ending the state of war between the two countries. Egypt 
and Israel also normalized diplomatic relations under the 
Camp David Accords. As a result of these fruitful 
negotiations, Begin and Egyptian leader Sadat were 
awarded the Nobel Peace Price in December 1979. While 
the Camp David Accords also attempted to set a framework for a broader agreement 
encompassing the West Bank, the vague wording left much room for interpretation and 
was not successful in addressing the increasing tensions there, which heightened as the 
Begin government pursued a pro-settlement policy in this region.107, 108  

The Lebanon War 

By the late 1970s, Lebanon increasingly became the 
center of attention for Israeli defense forces. As a civil 
war fragmented Lebanon into groups of warring militias, 
the PLO, which had been forced out of Jordan in 1970, 
began to use the southern part of the country as a base for 
operations. In 1978, after a Lebanon-based attack on the 
Tel Aviv–Haifa road killed 37 people, the IDF moved 
into southern Lebanon, occupying the country up to the 
Litani River. A few months later, the Israeli forces pulled back into Israel, replaced by the 
United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFL). Despite the “interim” in its name, the 
UNIFL continues to operate in southern Lebanon to this day.  

PLO forces were able to quickly regroup in southern Lebanon, with Syrian assistance. In 
response, IDF forces in June 1982 once again entered the area, this time with the goal of 
destroying the PLO infrastructure within the country. IDF forces moved northward to the 
outskirts of Beirut, successfully battling Syrian and Palestinian forces. After a 70-day 
siege on the city, where the remnants of the PLO forces had taken up positions, the 
combatants negotiated a truce.109 As a multinational force moved into the city, a 
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Palestinian exodus began by ship to Cyprus (and eventually on to Tunisia) and by road to 
Damascus.110  

After the PLO forces left, the IDF forces continued to occupy the southern part of 
Lebanon, but their mission became increasingly compromised. In September 1982, 
Christian militia members (mostly Phalangists) killed between an estimated 800 to 2,000 
or more Palestinians residing in two Lebanese refugee camps, Sabra and Shatila.111, 112 
When it was later learned that IDF forces had aided the militia members as part of a 
mission to rout Palestinian forces that had infiltrated the camps, support within Israel for 
the Lebanon mission (known as Operation Peace for Galilee) dropped significantly. A 
February 1983 Israeli commission of inquiry report on the refugee camp massacres called 
for the resignation of Defense Minister Ariel Sharon and led to street demonstrations in 
Israel. By September, in poor health and grieving after the death of his wife, Begin, too, 
resigned.113   

The First Intifada 

The remainder of the 1980s saw Israel locked in a political stalemate. With neither the 
Likud nor the Labor party blocs unable to generate governing coalitions after the 1984 
and 1988 Knesset elections, two successive national unity governments were created. 
Under the first of these governing agreements, the Prime Minister and Foreign Minister 
positions were put on two-year rotations under Labor leader Shimon Peres and Likud 
party head Yitshak Shamir.  

During Peres’ two-year term as Prime Minister, Israel pulled back its 
forces in Lebanon to a narrow security zone along the border. The 
government also instituted economic reform measures, reducing 
inflation from 450% to 20% without an appreciable increase in the 
unemployment rate.114 Shamir’s term, which began in late 1986, saw 
the onset of the First Intifada in the Gaza Strip and West Bank, a 
series of widespread Palestinian demonstrations and acts of street 
violence, which at first mostly involved stone throwing. Israeli’s 
international reputation took a beating during this time as media 
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images showing Israeli military beating Palestinian stone-throwing youths became widely 
disseminated.115 Over time the demonstrations became more violent, and as the conflict 
escalated, increasing pressure mounted on both sides to seek a diplomatic settlement.116  

In July 1988, King Hussein of Jordan ceded all Jordanian claims to the West Bank to the 
PLO. Five months later, Yasser Arafat, the PLO leader, announced he was prepared to 
accept Israeli statehood and cease terrorist activities in exchange for creation of a 
Palestinian state. The United States immediately recognized the PLO and began talks 
with them. Prime Minister Shamir, who once again was heading a national unity 
government after inconclusive elections in November 1988, rejected direct negotiations 
with the PLO. He instead insisted that the Palestinian negotiators be representatives from 
residents residing in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.  

The Gulf War and New Immigrants 

The Labor Party was frustrated with the recalcitrance of the Shamir government to 
participate in peace talks proposed by U.S. Secretary of State James Baker. The lack of 
progress in fact led to the dissolution of the national unity government following a vote 
of no confidence by the Knesset in March 1990.117, 118 However, the Labor Party under 
Peres was unable to establish a ruling coalition of its own, and Shamir and Likud were 
soon able to return to power under a new coalition including several right wing and 
religious parties previously not included in governmental power-sharing arrangements. 
The latter part of the year was dominated by the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, leading up to 
the American-led coalition operation that expulsed Iraq from Kuwait during January 
1991. Israel was attacked by Iraq-fired Scud missiles during the Gulf War, even though it 
was not a coalition member, presumably to draw them into the conflict and thus drive a 
wedge between the U.S. and its Arab coalition allies. However, at Washington’s urging, 
Israel did not retaliate against Iraq.  

The early 1990s saw a wave of new Jewish immigrants 
arrive in Israel from the Soviet Union after emigration 
standards were relaxed in the latter country. In the period 
between 1989 and 1998, more than 700,000 Jews arrived 
in Israel from the Soviet Union (and its former 
constituent republics after the breakup of the USSR in 
1991). A large airlift code-named Operation Solomon 
resulted in an additional 14,000 Jewish immigrants from 
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Ethiopia arriving in Israel in 1991. Absorbing all of these new citizens became one of 
Israel’s main challenges during the 1990s.119   

Peace Progress 

The period between the fall of 1991 and early 1996 was once of the most hopeful in 
terms of prospects for a lasting peace in the Middle East. In October 1991, the U.S. and 
the Soviet Union co-sponsored a peace conference in Madrid that brought Israeli, 
Palestinian, Jordanian, Syrian, and Lebanese representatives together. The conference set 
the groundwork for follow-up bilateral and multilateral discussions among the 
participants, with the Israel–Jordan talks eventually leading to a peace agreement 
between the two countries in 1994. As peace talks continued in Washington and 
elsewhere in 1992, elections for the Knesset once brought the Labor Party back to power, 
and Yitzhak Rabin became the new Prime Minister. One of his first acts of office was to 
put a freeze on the construction of additional Israeli settlements in the occupied territories. 
This action not only aided in improving the atmosphere for peace talks but also assisted 
in getting U.S. housing loan guarantees for the large population of Russian immigrants to 
Israel.120  

Meanwhile, Foreign Minister Shimon Peres monitored 
secret negotiations between nongovernmental Israeli 
representatives and the PLO that were secretly taking 
place in Oslo. These talks continued to take place for 
several months “under the radar” while the widely 
publicized Madrid Conference follow-up negotiations 
were in the spotlight. In August 1993 a Declaration of 
Principles was reached and signed by Peres in Oslo, and 
later formally signed by Arafat and Rabin in Washington. This document was the first of 
what became known as the Oslo Accords, a series of agreements rolled out over a period 
of several years. In them, Israel agreed to turn over civil administration of much of the 
Gaza Strip and the West Bank town of Jericho to the Palestinian Authority (PA), which 
became staffed mostly by members of the PLO. Over time, further Oslo agreements 
brought Israeli administration of most West Bank Palestinian town and cities to an end. 
Israel retained control over Jewish settlements, connecting roads to the settlements, and 
military installations.   

A Shift in the Political Landscape 

In December 1994, Peres, Rabin, and Arafat shared the Nobel Peace Prize for their work 
on the Oslo Accord agreements. The following November, Rabin was assassinated by an 
Israeli student opposed to the Oslo Accords. His assassin reportedly had links with 
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nationalist extremist groups opposed to the Mideast peace process that Rabin had been 
pursuing, and for his crime, he received a sentence of life imprisonment.121, 122 After 
Rabin’s death, Peres once again became Prime Minister and continued to pursue the 
peace process and carry out the accords. In January 1996, Palestinian voters elected the 
members of the Palestinian Legislative Council and selected Arafat as PA President.  

Knesset elections were scheduled for May 1996, and for the first time the Israeli people 
were to vote directly for Prime Minister. With a strong economy and the peace process 
seemingly on track, the Labor Party and Peres were widely thought to have secured the 
election. However, a spate of suicide bombings by the Palestinian terrorist group Hamas 
killed 62 people and shook the Israeli people’s faith in the peace process and the 
trustworthiness of Arafat as a negotiating partner.123 When the elections came, the Labor 
Party hung on to win a bare plurality of seats in the Knesset, but Peres was narrowly 
defeated by less than 1% by Benjamin Netanyahu of Likud.  

The Netanyahu Administration 

The Netanyahu government was a shaky one, cobbled together from 
an unstable collection of political party alignments that led to a 
continual shuffling of ministerial positions.124 Peace talks with the 
PA continued, albeit at a slower and more irregular pace than in the 
past. An agreement was reached in 1997 concerning the status of the 
Jewish holy city of Hebron, and in 1998 Israel and PA signed on to 
the Wye River Memorandum. This agreement, brokered by the 
United States, outlined further transfers of West Bank territories to 
partial or complete PA control in exchange for PA assurances in 
combating terrorist activities. The Wye River Memorandum, 
considered a watershed at the time, was never implemented as a 
result of the indiscriminate violence that began in September 2000, which ultimately 
became known as the Second Intifada.     

Netanyahu’s administration came under increasing criticism from the right for its 
continued pursuit of land-for-peace agreements with the PA. It received criticism from 
the left as well because of the administration’s hard-line actions and responses to 
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bombings that were interpreted as efforts to derail the peace process.125, 126 A weakened 
economy furthered Netanyahu’s political problems. After the administration suffered a 
legislative defeat on the budget, early elections were called for in May 1999. Ehud Barak, 
who ran for Prime Minister as the One Israel candidate (a coalition party consisting of the 
Labor Party and two smaller parties), easily defeated Netanyahu. However, One Israel 
coalition was only able to gain a small plurality of seats, far short of a majority of the 
120-member Knesset. Barak was able to build a governing coalition, but it proved to be a 
tenuous one.  

Revival of the Peace Process 

Concurrent with the new prime minister’s extensive 
military background, his administration focused on taking 
strong steps to revive the peace process. During Barak’s 
tenure, IDF forces completely withdrew from their 
positions in Lebanon and the government pursued various 
efforts to craft a peace treaty with Syria. The most 
dramatic peace efforts, however, came in 2000. During 
July of that year and later in January 2001, U.S.-
sponsored peace talks between Israel and the Palestinians by all accounts came 
tantalizingly close to a peace agreement, but ultimately foundered.127  

Although much of the blame for the failure of these peace talks was later cast on PLO 
leader Yasser Arafat, others argue that all parties to the talks made significant tactical 
mistakes and miscalculations.128, 129 Issues that were addressed but never resolved during 
the 2000–01 talks included the status of Jerusalem, the need for contiguous borders 
within any Palestinian state, and the refugee right-of-return question.130 The disposition 
of Israeli settlements in the West Bank and Jerusalem is another issue that continues to 
divide the two sides, as do concerns about access to water sources. Since the talks in 2000, 
Israel has made some unilateral moves, most notably the closing of some West Bank 
settlements and a pullout from the Gaza Strip. At the same time, building in existing 
settlements has continued in many areas, provoking tension and opposition. 
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The failure of the 2000 peace talks left Barak politically weakened, particularly when an 
outbreak of violence known as the Second Intifada began in Jerusalem. It started after 
Likud opposition leader Ariel Sharon made a controversial visit in September 2000 to 
Temple Mount, location of some of the holiest sites to both Jews and Muslims. This 
particular event is frequently cited as the spark that ignited this long bloody period in 
Israeli–Palestinian relations.131  

Changes in Leadership 

Facing extensive criticism for his handling of the Second 
Intifada violence, Barak resigned as Prime Minister in 
December 2000. He called for new elections in 60 days, 
hoping to obtain a new leadership mandate through an 
electoral victory. He was opposed by Ariel Sharon, who 
had become the leader of Likud after Benjamin 
Netanyahu resigned in 1999. Sharon swept to power by a 
large margin in the February 2001 elections, but the 
violence continued to increase. The number of bombings within Israel or Israeli-occupied 
regions reached a high of 44 attacks in 2002, resulting in 237 fatalities.132 In retaliation, 
Israelis aggressively targeted the leaders of Hamas and similar organizations. After a 
particularly deadly bombing attack on Passover in March 2002, the IDF launched 
Operation Defensive Shield, in which the Israeli army occupied most of the West Bank’s 
larger towns and cities in order to dismantle the terrorist infrastructure.  

Under U.S. pressure, the Israeli government shut down the operation after a few weeks. 
IDF forces, however, returned to the West Bank in June under the code name Operation 
Determined Path. The operations in the West Bank caused Israel’s image to suffer, 
particularly in Europe, as a result of the IDF’s practice of targeting PA civilian 
infrastructure in areas such as the Jenin refugee camp.133, 134 At the same time, the 
aggressive Israeli response did seem to help slow down the tide of violence during the 
ongoing Second Intifada.135 The number of bombing attacks leveled off to about two per 
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month during the last half of 2002 and 2003, compared to over seven per month in the 
March–May 2002 period.136  

In April 2003, Mahmoud Abbas was named Palestinian Prime Minister by PA President 
Yasser Arafat. Abbas was widely viewed as a pragmatist and moderate voice among the 
Palestinian leadership and was seen as a way to circumvent negotiations with Arafat, who 
had lost credibility with Israeli and international negotiators because of the ongoing 
terrorist violence and his alleged ties to it.137, 138 A power struggle ensued between the 
two men, and Abbas resigned after only a little more than 100 days in office. Abbas 
blamed his problems not only on Arafat, but also on the U.S. and Israel, whose hard-line 
policies, he charged, had undercut his efforts to reinvigorate the peace process.139 Israel, 
on the other hand, blamed Arafat for Abbas’ lack of success and attempted to expel the 
PA President from the West Bank, where he had been pinned down in his Ramallah 
compound since the spring of 2002.140 Arafat would succumb to illness a little more than 
a year later after being transported to Paris for medical treatment. In January 2005, Abbas 
easily won the position of PA President in an election boycotted by Hamas, becoming 
only the second man to lead the PA since its creation in the 1990s.  

Leaving Gaza 

In late 2003, Sharon announced that Israel would 
unilaterally pull out of the Gaza Strip, a process that 
would include the dismantling of Jewish settlements 
within the area. This proposed pull-back from Gaza 
elicited much criticism from Sharon’s allies within Likud, 
but it was nonetheless completed by September 2005 
with very little of the expected violence occurring.141, 142 
At the same time, the construction of a security fence between Israel and the West Bank 
began, a controversial project given that some of the regions lying on the Israeli side of 
the fence are part of the West Bank side of the Green Line.  
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The unilateral disengagement from Gaza created a rift within Sharon’s Likud Party that 
led to a realignment of the Israeli political landscape. Former Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu resigned his ministerial position in protest and declared he would challenge 
Sharon for leadership of the Likud Party. Sharon fought off this challenge, but several 
months later announced that he was forming a new centrist party (which would come to 
be known as Kadima). Parliamentary elections were called for March 2006, but Sharon 
suffered a massive stroke in January 2006 that left him incapable to govern. The position 
of Prime Minister and leadership of the Kadima Party fell to Ehud Olmert. Kadima took 
the largest number of seats in the elections two months later, and Olmert was easily able 
to construct a coalition with the Labor Party and several smaller parties.143    

Continued Conflict  

Olmert favored establishing permanent borders for Israel, 
either through negotiations or unilateral withdrawals such 
as that carried out in the Gaza Strip. Negotiations became 
much thornier when the militant Islamist Hamas party 
won the January 2006 elections for the PA Legislative 
Council. Abbas continued on as PA President. Within 
less than two years, however, the Palestinian areas had 
splintered into the Hamas-controlled Gaza Strip and the 
West Bank, where Abbas’ secular Fatah party held power. Israel and most of the 
international community quickly recognized the Fatah government led by Abbas and his 
Prime Minister, Salam Fayad, and negotiated solely with them, ignoring the Hamas 
leadership in Gaza. As Hamas greatly increased its Qassam rocket attacks from Gaza into 
southern Israeli cities, Israel declared Gaza to be a “hostile entity.” In January 2008, 
Israel closed all cross-border traffic between the two areas and continued to carry out 
military operations in Gaza in order to draw out Hamas forces.144   

On Israel’s northern border, armed conflict broke out in July 2006 when Hezbollah 
militia fighters crossed the border and killed 8 Israeli soldiers and kidnapped two others. 
About a month followed of Hezbollah rocket attacks into northern Israel and Israeli air 
strikes against Hezbollah positions. In mid July, the United Nations convened a meeting, 
expressing alarm “at the suffering that had been unleashed on civilians on both sides.”145 
The fighting ceased after a United Nations Security Council Resolution called for an 
arms embargo against Hezbollah, the removal of militia fighters from southern Lebanon, 
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and the deployment of the Lebanese Army in the region, backed by a multinational UN 
force. 

Controversy over settlement expansion on disputed land has also been a source of 
ongoing tension. Various United Nations Security Council Resolutions including 
Resolution 446 (1979) assert that building settlements on territory occupied by Israel after 
the 1967 war is unlawful. Such settlements are considered illegal under international 
law.146, 147 Recently, the Israeli government announced plans to build thousands more 
dwellings in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. Speaking from Jerusalem where she was 
promoting peace talks in June 2008, U.S. Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice responded 
by charging that the planned expansion of housing undermines peace efforts between 
Israel and Palestine.148, 149 Two months earlier, a United Nations briefing addressed this 
overall issue, responding to reports of further building on disputed land in the West Bank. 
A spokesperson for the Secretary-General stated in the briefing, “…any settlement in 
occupied Palestinian territory, including East Jerusalem, is illegal and contrary to the 
Road Map.”150, 151    

Syrian Talks 

Within Israel, Olmert’s popularity plunged as questions 
arose over the military’s inability to stop the missile 
attacks into northern Israel during the Lebanese military 
operation. Israeli citizens also questioned the belated 
efforts to establish a ground offensive.152 Despite his 
weakened position, made even shakier when corruption 
allegations led to an official investigation, Olmert 
continued to press for further peace talks in the spring of 
2008.153 In particular, indirect peace talks between Israel and Syria, long on hold, once 
again started under the sponsorship of the Turkish government. However, a long history 
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of such negotiations leading to no agreement led many to question whether any accord 
could ultimately be reached. In addition, Israeli public opinion is set against transferring 
the Golan Heights to Syria, an issue involving not only security concerns, but water rights 
issues as well. This attitude that the public holds would also seem to work against any 
agreement being reached that would be accepted by the Israeli Knesset.154    
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Economy 

Introduction 

Israel’s economy has remained healthy despite a fragile 
security situation that has recently seen Hamas launch 
numerous missile attacks on southern Israel from the 
Gaza Strip. The ongoing war of words with Hezbollah 
militia leaders in Lebanon also runs counter to security.155 
Still, unemployment in 2007 decreased to 7.8%, over 
three percentage points lower than four years earlier, and 
the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) continued to 
grow at a robust rate.156   

Since 1990, Israel’s economy has, to some extent, mirrored the ups and downs of the 
peace process. Progress in peace talks during the 1990s helped usher in unprecedented 
amounts of foreign investment and opened up new markets for trade.157 The years 
following the collapse of the 2000 Camp David talks saw an unprecedented wave of 
terrorist bombings (known as the Second Intifada) that severely affected Israeli tourism 
and led to a rise in unemployment and a downturn in private consumption.158 The most 
violent of these years (2001–2003) saw numerous bombings in Israeli cities and were 
also the worst in recent memory for the Israeli economy. 

Industry and Manufacturing 

Much of Israel’s recent economic success has been fueled by growth in the high-tech 
industrial sector. With a highly educated workforce and several world-class science and 
engineering research universities, Israel has aggressively promoted growth in this sector 
via start-up funding and research grants. Hundreds of Israeli and multinational companies 
are now involved in the production of semiconductors and other electronics, 
telecommunications equipment, software, and biotechnology applications such as 
medical devices and pharmaceuticals. Much of this high-tech industry is located in the 
ring of suburban cities and towns surrounding Tel Aviv.159  
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Given Israel’s long history of conflicts with its neighboring countries and Palestinian 
militias, it is not surprising that the country has developed a robust defense industry that 
has become a major source of export revenue. In 2006, Israeli military exports were 
valued at over USD 4.4 billion, making the country one of the world’s top five defense 
exporters. Over half of the foreign sales were to India and the United States, the two 
largest customers.160  

Another industry associated with Israel is diamond 
cutting and polishing. Approximately half of the world’s 
gem-quality diamonds pass through Israel on their way to 
jewelry counters around the world.161 Israel itself has no 
diamond sources, and thus Israeli diamond companies 
must purchase all of their stock from the world market. 
Increasingly, Israeli companies are outsourcing the 
polishing and cutting of diamonds and becoming resellers 
of the finished diamonds.162  

Israel is also a significant producer of textiles and clothing, chemicals and chemical 
products, metal products, processed foods, and transport equipment.163, 164 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
160 The Jerusalem Post. Yaakov, Katz. “2006: Israel Defense Sales Hit Record.” 1 January 2007. 
http://www.jpost.com/servlet/Satellite?cid=1167467639780&pagename=JPost%2FJPArticle%2FShowFull 
161 Israel News Agency. “Israel Diamonds Exports Grow by 6%.”5 July 2005. 
http://www.israelnewsagency.com/diamondsisrael7550705.html 
162 Solitaire International. Katz, Sheryl. “Market Reports: Israel Diary.” April-May 2006. 
http://www.gjepc.org/solitaire/magazines/Apr06_May06/Apr06_May06.aspx?inclpage=Israeldiary&sectio
n_id=2 
163 Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Israel.” October 2007. 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/3581.htm  
164 MSN Encarta. Reich, Bernard. “Israel. V. Economy. E. Manufacturing.” 2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761575008_6/Israel.html 



 
51

Agriculture 

Following independence, agriculture played a great role 
in forging the Israeli national identity. Land ownership 
changed with statehood, often in ways that signaled 
resistance as the new nation struggled to survive and 
stimulate agricultural productivity. Many of the Arabs 
who had farmed the land before Israeli independence saw 
their property confiscated or compensated at rates far 
below the actual worth, in accordance with the 1950 Absentee Property Act.165 As 
Jewish immigrants continued to stream into the country and Arab neighbor states 
instituted trade boycotts against Israel, a period of food rationing and general hardship, 
known as tsenah, took place in Israel.166 Rural farm collectives, known as kibbutzim and 
moshavim, took on an increasingly larger role in absorbing the new population and in 
increasing agricultural productivity. Water projects such as the National Water Carrier 
were planned and then constructed to move Jordan River water to dry areas. Later, 
innovative irrigation techniques, such as drip irrigation, were developed as a means of 
stretching limited water supplies and increasing agricultural acreage in the dry south.167 
In addition, brackish groundwater supplies have been treated through means of a network 
of desalination plants, many located in the  

Ha-‘Arava region south of the Dead Sea.168   

As a result, Israel over time became largely self-sufficient in food production. However, 
in recent decades agricultural production has become a reduced part of the Israeli 
economy and food exports have noticeably declined relative to other sectors of the 
economy. For example, over 30% of Israel’s exports during the 1960s came from 
agricultural products, primarily citrus fruit, such as the famous Jaffa oranges. Today 
agriculture contributes only 4% of Israel’s exports.169 Israel’s largest agricultural exports 
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are processed foods, peppers, potatoes, and fructose.170 Although not a food item, cut 
flowers, ornamental plants, and ground plantings are a significant part of Israel’s 
agricultural economy and collectively have become the top agricultural export of the 
country.171 The country is also one of the world’s top exporters of avocados, grapefruit 
juice, and persimmons.172 Israel’s primary agricultural imports are processed foods, 
cereal grains (wheat, barley, rice, and corn), soybeans, beef, and refined sugar.173  

Banking and Currency 

Israel’s central bank, the Bank of Israel, issues the new 
Israeli sheqel (NIS), the country’s currency since 1985. 
Its value has strengthened against the dollar in recent 
years, having gone from 4.50 NIS to USD 1 in 2005 to 
about 3.37 NIS to USD 1 in June 2008.174, 175  

The Israeli financial sector is very diverse with numerous 
specialized banking institutions, including merchant 
banks, mortgage banks, foreign banks, and specialized banks for the industrial and 
agricultural sectors. Security transactions for Israeli businesses are handled through the 
Tel Aviv Stock Exchange (TASE), established in 1935. Today, the TASE lists about 660 
companies.176 

Trade 

Israel has run a trade deficit for every year since its founding, although the relative deficit 
has been steadily decreasing. In 2006, Israeli imports exceeded exports by a little over 
USD 1 billion.177 Only four years earlier, however, this deficit was nearly USD 3.6 
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billion with a much smaller amount of overall trade revenue.178 Over the years, the trade 
deficit has been offset by international loans and grants (much of which originated from 
the United States), donations from Jewish fund-raising organizations, bank loans, and 
funds brought into the country by new immigrants.179  

Israel’s trade deficit is largely driven by its heavy energy imports 
(mostly oil and coal), with automotive imports the second largest 
contributor. Raw diamonds are actually the country’s largest import 
by value, but these costs are dwarfed by the export revenues brought 
in by polished and cut diamonds. Other chief imports include 
machinery, chemicals, and consumer goods. After finished diamonds, 
high-technology goods are the leading Israeli exports. Chemicals, 
aircraft parts, and fruits and vegetables are also significant export 
products.180  

The United States is Israel’s leading trade partner, receiving nearly 
40% of the country’s exports, with Hong Kong a distant second.181 Belgium is also a 
significant trading partner, although much of this trade is in diamonds that ultimately are 
shipped to other locations.182 The United States, European Union, European Free Trade 
Association (Iceland, Norway, Liechtenstein, and Switzerland), Canada, Mexico, and 
several Eastern European countries have all signed Free Trade Agreements with Israel.183 
The Free Trade Agreement with the United States, signed in 1985, was the first such 
agreement that the U.S. entered into with another country.184 

Investment 

Despite security concerns that can affect investor confidence during periods of increased 
militant violence, Israel has become a magnet for foreign investment. In large part this 
trend is due to the strong high-technology economy, which has given Israel the world’s 

                                                 
178 International Trade Centre/World Trade Organization. “Trade Performance HS: Exports and Imports of 
Israel – 00 All Industries (2002, in USD Thousands).” 2008. 
http://www.intracen.org/appli1/TradeCom/TP_TP_CI.aspx?RP=376&Yr=2002 
179 MSN Encarta. Reich, Bernard. “Israel. V. Economy. K. Foreign Trade.” 2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/encyclopedia_761575008_7/Israel.html 
180 International Trade Centre/World Trade Organization. “Trade Performance HS: Exports and Imports of 
Israel – 00 All Industries (2006, in USD Thousands).” 2008. 
http://www.intracen.org/appli1/TradeCom/TP_TP_CI.aspx?RP=376&Yr=2006 
181 International Trade Centre/World Trade Organization. “Trade Performance HS: Exports of Israel – All 
Industries (2006, in USD Thousands).” 2008. 
http://www.intracen.org/appli1/TradeCom/TP_EP_CI_P.aspx?IN=00&RP=376&YR=2006&IL=00  All 
industries&TY=E 
182 The Israel Export and International Cooperation Institute. “Belgium: Fact Sheet.” 2008. 
http://www.export.gov.il/NewsHTML/FactSheets/Belgium.pdf 
183 Embassy of Israel, Washington, D.C. “Facts and Figures.” 2006. 
http://www.israelemb.org/economics/ff.htm  
184 U.S. Commercial Service, U.S. Department of Commerce. “Free Trade Agreement with the United 
States.” 2008. http://www.buyusa.gov/israel/en/fta.html 



 
54

highest percentage of start-up companies relative to its population. The boom in high 
technology has in turn resulted from the country’s highly able work force. With 135 
scientists and technicians per 100,000 workers and a population in which 20% hold 
university degrees and 12% possess advanced degrees, Israel has one of the world’s most 
highly educated and technically trained work forces.185   

Much of Israel’s foreign investment has come in the areas 
of telecommunications, software development, internet, 
semiconductors, electronics, and medical equipment.186 
Microsoft, Intel, Oracle, Motorola, Sony, Siemens, 
Daewoo, and many other international companies all 
have invested in Israel, with much of the focus being on 
cutting edge research and development. For example, the 
more energy-efficient Pentium M microprocessor and its 
successors, which some have credited as saving Intel’s sagging market share, were 
developed out of labs located in Haifa.187  

Energy and Mineral Resources 

Energy 

Israel is overall a resource-poor country. The country’s 
only oil fields lie inland from the southern coastal city of 
Ashkelon and have been producing since the mid 1950s. 
Today’s output of a little more than 20,000 barrels per 
year is only a small percentage of the peak production in 
the 1960s and does little to meet Israel’s oil needs.188  

The situation is somewhat better with regard to natural 
gas production. Recently developed offshore fields in the Mediterranean have 
skyrocketed production of Israeli natural gas from just 8.13 million cubic m (287 million 
cubic ft) in 2003 to 2.31 billion cubic m (81.7 billion cubic ft) in 2006.189, 190 As the 
supply of natural gas has increased, Israel has quickly begun plans to transfer more of its 
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energy mix for electricity generation to natural gas, reducing somewhat its dependence 
on imported oil and coal.191, 192  

The country does have significant reserves of oil shale in the Negev, although the 
deposits are of low quality. Also, there are still major economic and environmental 
hurdles to overcome in extracting oil from rock. To date, most of the mined oil shale 
deposits (about 450,000 metric tons per year) has been burned directly, much like coal, in 
a small power plant.193, 194  

Alternative energy sources, particularly solar, are an increasingly attractive option in the 
sunny Negev and may produce a higher percentage of Israel’s energy needs in the 
future.195 Already over 1 million Israeli homes, including all residential buildings 
constructed since the early 1990s, heat their water via solar panels, fulfilling 4% of the 
country’s total energy demand.196  

Minerals 

Israeli mineral resources include potash, bromine, 
magnesia, and manganese deposits mined from the Dead 
Sea and phosphate deposits from the Negev.197 Israel 
mines 38% of the world’s bromine, helping to make it the 
world’s largest exporter of this mineral.198, 199 Most of the 
potash and phosphate deposits are used to make fertilizers, 
of which Israel is one of the world’s leading exporters.200  
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Standard of Living 

Israel has the highest standard of living of any country in the Middle East as measured by 
the United Nations Human Development Index (HDI), which rates countries on the basis 
of life expectancy, educational achievement, literacy rate, and GDP per capita. In the 
most recent HDI rankings, Israel was ranked 23rd in the world, between Greece and 
Germany.201  

However, the generally positive standard of living 
statistics for Israel mask some disparities within Israeli 
society. Roughly 20% of Israeli families lived under the 
poverty line in 2008. Many of the poorest Israeli families 
are the largest, with the poverty rate greater than 60% for 
families with four or more children.202 Poverty and 
unemployment rates are also higher than average for 
Israel’s Arab population, which represents more than 
20% of the nation’s total population. Nationwide, their life expectancy and infant 
mortality rate is higher than that of Jewish citizens. Reasons include lack of access to 
health care and poor infrastructure in some areas, such as waste disposal and sewage 
treatment systems. Israeli Arabs are also disproportionately represented in education, 
comprising only 5% of college graduates in Israel and receiving a lower level of social 
services for their schools and youth programs.203, 204, 205  

Jerusalem stands out in Israel’s poverty statistics. The poverty rate for both Jewish and 
Palestinian families is greater in the city than elsewhere, and the disparity here is 
particularly striking for the city’s Jewish population. The city has a relatively high 
percentage of Orthodox and Haredi (Ultra Orthodox) Jewish families, which on average 
have more children than non-Orthodox households. Since 2000, the fertility rate for Jews 
in Jerusalem has been increasing and for Palestinians in Jerusalem has been decreasing to 
the point that the two rates are now essentially the same at about 4 children per 
woman.206 As a result, Jerusalem is one of the youngest cities in Israel, in terms of its 
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youthful population, and the city’s youth are particularly hard hit by the high poverty rate. 
Recent statistics indicate that 56% of Jerusalem’s children live under the poverty line.207  

A large percentage of Jerusalem’s working population is also employed in the public 
sector, where wages are generally lower than in the private sector. The high-technology 
firms that have contributed so much to Israel’s economic growth in the country’s coastal 
areas are much less in evidence in the Jerusalem area.208  

Tourism 

Tourism is, in the best of times, a vital component of 
Israel’s economy, but because of the nation’s uncertain 
security situation, the industry has ridden a wave of ups 
and downs over the years, based on cycles of internal 
violence and perceived external threats. While a small 
nation, Israel contains numerous religious and historical 
attractions that bring Jewish, Christian, and even some 
Muslim visitors to the country. Resorts also attract 
visitors to Israel’s Mediterranean Coast, Eilat on the Gulf of Aqaba, and the shores of the 
Dead Sea. However, strong tourist years can be quickly stopped in their tracks as 
headline-grabbing bombings and missile attacks scare away visitors.  

One of the most recent examples of the volatility of the Israeli tourism industry occurred 
just a few years ago. The year 2005 was one of the best in recent Israeli tourism history 
as the extreme violence of the Second Intifada began to substantially ebb and foreign 
visits to the country started to rise again. Almost 1.9 million tourists visited the country 
that year, an increase of 27% over 2004.209 The Israeli Tourism Ministry projected a 20% 
increase in visitors for 2006, but this was stalled by the 34-day conflict between the 
Lebanon-based Hezbollah militia and the Israeli military. The conflict caused a flood of 
travel cancellations in the latter part of the year, leading to an overall 4.5% decrease in 
tourist visits for 2006.210  

Nearly 25% of Israel’s visitors come from the United States, with France in second place 
with just under half as many visitors.211 Jordan and Egypt, both of whom have peace 
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treaties with Israel, provide the only land routes for visitors to Israel, with most of those 
visitors arriving in Eilat at the far southern end of the country.212  

Transportation 

A small country, Israel’s primary mode of transportation 
is via automobile, and the country is served by a modern 
road network. Congestion has become a particularly bad 
problem in the Tel Aviv area, to the point that a 
government-hired consultancy firm proposed instituting 
congestion charges for cars entering the city during the 
busiest part of the day. This kind of system is similar to 
that used to control traffic in London, Singapore, and 
Stockholm.213  

Israel Railways, the nation’s rail system linking all the major coastal cities, as well as 
inland cities such as Jerusalem and Beersheba, is in the process of being upgraded. The 
planned changes will better accommodate the system for commuter traffic. High-speed 
trains, electrification of the current rail system, and upgrades and expansion of rail 
stations and adjacent parking areas are some of the projects either planned or underway. 
Current projections are for the system to carry 40 million passengers by 2010, a huge 
jump, compared with the fewer than 3 million passengers that used the system in 1990.214, 

215  

Israel’s primary air hub is in Ben Gurion International Airport, located near the city of 
Lod, about 15 km (9 mi) southeast of Tel Aviv. Having operated since 1936, the airport 
has undergone several expansions as the amount of air traffic has increased. El-Al, the 
Israeli former national air carrier, handles most international flights, while Arkia and 
Israir run domestic flights to airports in Eilat, Haifa, Jerusalem, and a few other smaller 
cities. Both of the latter airlines now run international routes as well, both to regional 
locations and European cities.  

Israel’s two major ports are at Haifa and Ashdod. A much smaller port is located at Eilat, 
but its remoteness from the business and urban centers of central Israel and the lack of a 
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rail connection or cargo facilities at the Eilat airport limit its usefulness as a commercial 
port.216  

Business Outlook 

Israel’s economy entered 2008 with many strong 
indicators: for several years the country had seen above 
5% growth in the GDP, unemployment was at a 24-year 
low, and inflation was in the 1–3% range.217, 218, 219 
However, economic storm clouds were visible as well. 
Israel’s export-driven economy was sure to be affected by 
the slow-down in growth in the United States and the 
European Union, and for this reason many economists 
estimated that Israel’s GDP would slip to below 4% in 2008 and 2009. In addition, rapid 
global price hikes in oil and basic food stuffs, both heavily imported by Israel, could 
possibly lead to increases in the country’s inflation rate and trade deficit.  

Israel also faced political and security uncertainties in mid 2008 that could have ripple 
effects on the economy. Prime Minister Ehud Olmert was under increasing pressure to 
resign as a new police investigation into corruption allegations increasingly dominated 
the national attention. Negotiations, both direct and indirect, with Hamas, Syria, and the 
Palestinian Authority were at various stages, with no strong indications that progress was 
imminent on any of the fronts. The Egyptian-sponsored indirect truce talks with Hamas 
were closely watched, because the continuing missile attacks from the Gaza Strip into 
southern Israel increasingly threatened to escalate into broader Israeli military actions to 
counter the attacks. On 19 June 2008, a cease-fire that the Egyptian government mediated 
went into effect between Israel and Hamas. Both sides have threatened retaliation if any 
of the terms are violated, and Israeli Prime Minister Olmert announced, “This calm is 
fragile and is liable to be short-lived.” 220   

International Organizations 

Israel is a member of virtually all international economic organizations, including the 
World Trade Organization, the International Monetary Fund, the International Finance 
Corporation, and the World Bank. It is also a member of several regional financial 
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organizations, including the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development and the 
Inter-American Development Bank. As an advanced economy, Israel’s participation in 
these organizations is as a lending country rather than as a lendee.   
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Society 

Introduction 

Israel is sometimes described as the world’s only Jewish 
state, but such a designation masks the complexity of 
Israeli society. For starters, the nation has a sizable 
minority of people (roughly 20%) who are not Jewish. 
Even among Israel’s Jewish population, many do not 
practice the religious observances of the faith (a group 
known as secular Jews within Israel). Alternately, some 
ultra-Orthodox Jews (or Haredim) are so observant as to 
have effectively sequestered themselves from much of secular Israeli society.  

Most of Israel’s Jewish population are immigrants or descendants of immigrants who 
have moved to the region within the last 100 years. They or their forefathers have brought 
with them the cultural traditions of many regions of the world, including Russia and 
Eastern Europe, North Africa, the neighboring countries of the Middle East, the United 
States, Mediterranean Europe, Ethiopia, and many other locations. One of the most 
important elements that has contributed to creating a sense of a somewhat unified, if 
diverse, Israeli culture is Hebrew, the nation’s official language.221 It has rarely been the 
first language of any of Israel’s non-native-born citizens, but most Israelis, even 
including the large majority of the nation’s Arab population, speak the language today.  

Religious and Ethnic Groups 

Jews 

Between 75% and 80% of Israelis are Jewish, with the remainder mostly Arab Muslims. 
Within the Jewish population, several groups are distinguished primarily by the area from 
which they or their ancestors immigrated to Israel. The two largest of these groups are the 
Ashkenazim and the Sephardim.  

The Ashkenazim migrated to Israel either directly from 
Central and Eastern Europe or via Western Europe after 
leaving Eastern Europe during persecutions and pogroms. 
Their ancestors mostly lived in the Rhine River area of 
Germany and France until riots and massacres in the 12th 
and 13th centuries caused an eastward migration to 
Poland, Moravia and Bohemia (modern-day Czech 
Republic), Lithuania, and other areas.222 The Ashkenazim 
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differ from other Israeli Jewish groups in their cultural traditions, their liturgical rites, and 
their wide use of Yiddish through the 20th century, and their pronunciation of Hebrew.223 
They also use a different source for Jewish law.224 

Sephardim are descendants of Jews who were expelled from Spain and Portugal in 1492 
shortly after the fall of Granada, the last bastion of Muslim rule in Spain.225 Those  
Sephardim who were not killed or did not convert to Christianity initially relocated to  
North Africa, Italy, Greece, Turkey, and other areas in the Mediterranean region and the 
former Ottoman Empire. Subsequently many Sephardim migrated northward to 
Amsterdam, London, Bordeaux, and other areas of Western Europe, where they enjoyed 
a relatively elite status compared with the Ashkenazim.226   

Today, the Sephardim are a small percentage of the worldwide Jewish population. 
However, because most Sephardim or their descendants have migrated to Israel, they 
enjoy relatively equal numbers, if not always status, with the Ashkenazim within 
Israel.227  The many Sephardim who came to Israel from North African, Middle Eastern, 
or Balkan countries during the 1950s and 1960s had, in general, less educational 
background.  Consequently, they were often relegated to the lower positions within 
Israeli society.228 Those among them who came mostly from Muslim lands are sometimes 
referred to as Mizrahim and distinguished from the Sephardim from Europe. An even 
more recent Jewish immigrant group are the Ethiopian Jews (Beta Israel), most of whom 
came to Israel via airlifts in the 1980s and early 1990s.229  

Arabs 

The remaining 20% or so of non-Jewish Israelis are 
Arabs, a majority of whom are Sunni Muslims. The 
remaining Israeli Arabs are primarily Christian or Druze. 
All Israeli Arabs, no matter what their religious affiliation, 
speak a dialect of Levantine Arabic. They have full rights 
of Israeli citizenship, except for some limitations on 
military service.230  
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The Druze are perhaps the least well known of the northern Israeli Arab groups. They 
have formed a separate cultural and religious community whose members usually live in 
small hilltop villages completely populated by Druze. Only those born into Druze 
families may be Druze—the religion does not allow for converts.231    

Of the Israeli Arab Muslim population, about 10% are Bedouins, the one-time nomadic 
desert dwellers of the Negev.232 After the 1948–49 war, only about 11,000 Bedouins 
remained in Israel, although the number is considerably higher today. Until 1966, the 
Bedouins within Israel were relocated from their tribal lands and placed under military 
control in a region northeast of Beersheba known as the Siyag (“enclosure”). During the 
mid 1960s, plans to centralize the Negev Bedouin population into seven towns within the 
Siyag limits began. This program has been quite controversial, and today only half of the 
present Bedouin population lives in the Siyag towns.233 The remaining Bedouins live in 
small villages that existed before Israel became a state and are not officially recognized 
by the Israeli government. These villages receive no government services. They lack 
electricity and water along with basic infrastructure such as schools, waste disposal 
systems, and healthcare facilities. The Bedouins’ unemployment rates are extremely high, 
and many have found jobs by serving in the Israeli army, where their tracking skills are 
valued and utilized.234      

An even smaller subgroup of Muslims in Israel are the Circassians, a non-Arab group that 
migrated from the Balkans in the 1880s. They are primarily located in two Galilee towns 
(Kfar-Kama and Rihania) in northern Israel. Like the Druze, and unlike Israeli Arab 
Muslims and Christians, male Circassians are required to serve in the Israeli military. 
They speak Circassian and many among the older generation speak Arabic. In school, 
they also learn Hebrew and English.235, 236 

A little over 2% of the Israeli population is Christian. The majority of Israel’s Christians 
are Arab, although some Israeli Christians are spouses of Jews who immigrated to Israel 
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during the 1980s and 1990s.237 The Greek Orthodox and Greek Catholic churches are 
Israel’s largest Christian denominations.238 

Languages 

Although virtually all Israelis speak either Hebrew or 
Levantine Arabic (or both), the nation is linguistically a 
hodgepodge of second languages owing to the disparate 
origins of its citizens. Jews who have emigrated from 
Russia, Poland, Romania, Hungary, and elsewhere in 
Europe are likely to have learned Hebrew as their second 
language, and many older Jewish immigrants still favor 
their native European languages.239  Eastern Yiddish, a 
Germanic language widely spoken by Ashkenazi Jews who emigrated from Eastern 
Europe, has largely been superseded by Hebrew. Still, Eastern Yiddish remains widely 
spoken by Hasidic (ultra-Orthodox) Jews.240 

Many of the Mizrahim, especially the older population, speak Judeo-Arabic languages.  
These are dialects of Arabic that formerly were used by the Jewish population in 
Morocco, Tunisia, Libya, Yemen, Iraq, and other North African and Middle Eastern 
nations. Although these languages are similar to Arabic, they use a Hebrew script, and 
their usage has faded within Israel. Among Ethiopian Jews in Israel, their native Amharic 
is still widely spoken.  

Levantine Arabic is primarily a spoken language, and thus Modern Standard Arabic, with 
its well established script, substitutes as one of Israel’s two official languages (Hebrew is 
the other). Standard Arabic is spoken by virtually all Israeli Arabs, as well as some 
Mizrahim who have immigrated to Israel from countries in which Arabic is the dominant 
language. Most Israeli Arabs also speak Hebrew as a second language.  

Although Hebrew and Arabic are both official languages of Israel, they are far from equal 
in terms of governmental or academic usage within the country. Hebrew is the official 
language for government publications and laws, although translations are often provided 
in Arabic and English. In May 2008, a Likud Knesset member proposed a bill demoting 
Arabic to a “secondary official language,” a classification that it would share with 
English and Russian within Israel. Not surprisingly, Israeli Arabs and other Israelis 
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supporting the cause of Arab rights within Israel have come out against such 
legislation.241, 242  

English holds a somewhat unique position in Israel. It is offered at both the elementary 
and secondary school levels and is taken by all students. The language has no official 
status within Israel, but its instructional importance makes it the country’s primary 
foreign language.243  

Traditions: Celebrations and Holidays  

There are numerous Jewish religious holidays and festivals in Israel, some of which are 
public holidays. Even secular Jews celebrate the religious festivals, although often in 
ways quite different from Orthodox Jews. Most are celebrated in a family or community 
setting. All Israeli holidays are tied to the Jewish lunar calendar, which means that the 
dates change each year. 

There are also four remembrance days associated with the 
history of modern Israel. Of those four days, Israeli 
Independence Day (falling between the end of April and 
mid May) is the only official public holiday. Israeli Arabs, 
however, generally do not celebrate Israeli Independence 
Day or any of the historical remembrance days.244  

Muslim, Christian, and Druze holidays are celebrated by 
Israeli Arabs who belong to these faiths.245 For Muslims, such widely-celebrated holidays 
include two especially important dates. First, Eid al-Fitr is the celebratory feast that 
comes at the end of the month-long spiritually and physically purifying fast known as 
Ramadan. A second important Muslim celebration is Eid al-Adha, which commemorates 
Abraham’s willingness to follow Allah’s command that he sacrifice his son Isaac. The 
latter holiday also celebrates the end of the haj (pilgrimage to Mecca) season. Israeli 
Muslims also celebrate Maulid, the birthday of the Prophet Muhammad, which in some 
years falls very close to the Christian celebrations of Good Friday and Easter.246, 247  

                                                 
241 Jerusalem Post. Gazaar, Brenda. “Arabs Upset at Bill Demoting Arabic.” 31 May 2008. 
http://www.jpost.com/servlet/Satellite?pagename=JPost%2FJPArticle%2FShowFull&cid=1212041439989 
242 Middle East Times. Frykberg, Mel. “Arabic ‘Threatens’ Israeli Supremacy.” 10 June 2008. 
http://www.metimes.com/International/2008/06/10/arabic_threatens_israeli_supremacy/9525/ 
243 Language Policy Research Center, Bar-Ilan University. Spolsky, Bernard; and Elana Shohamy. 
“National Profiles of Languages in Education: Israel: Language Policy.” 
http://www.biu.ac.il/HU/lprc/home/lprcprof.htm  
244 U.S. News & World Report. Derfner, Larry. “On Eve of Israel’s 60th Birthday, Little Cheer Among Its 
Arab Citizens.” 30 April 2008. http://www.usnews.com/articles/news/world/2008/04/30/on-the-eve-of-
israels-60th-birthday-little-cheer-among-its-arab-citizens.html  
245 Israel Ministry of Tourism. Israel Wonders. “Jewish Holidays.” 
http://www.tourism.gov.il/Tourism_Eng/Tourist+Information/Discover+Israel/Holidays/ 
246 New York Times. Kifner, John. “Top Generals in Israel Warn Gaza Invasion is Possible.” 15 April 2006. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/04/15/world/middleeast/15mideast.html  



 
66

Rosh Hashanah (Jewish New Year) 

This holiday marks the beginning of the Jewish year and falls between middle September 
and early October. Rosh Hashanah is a two-day holiday in which businesses are closed 
both days. It represents a solemn belief in God’s ultimate creation of the universe. People 
greet each other during this time by saying “Shana Tova” (“a good year”). On the first 
day of Rosh Hashanah (or second day if the first day falls on the Sabbath), the devout 
will go to lakes or streams, say prayers, and then toss pebbles or shake out their pockets, 
symbolically casting away their sins.248 The more secular will celebrate with large, 
festive meals. As in many Jewish festivals, various foods have symbolic meaning. Apples 
dipped in honey refer to the sweet new year, pomegranate seeds symbolize the hundreds 
of Torah commandments, and round challa bread references the cycle of life.249   

Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) 

The holiest holiday in the Jewish calendar, Yom Kippur is a day of fasting and prayer 
that follows Rosh Hashanah by 10 days. Like Christmas in the Christian community, 
Yom Kippur is the one day of the year in which even generally non-observant Jews might 
be found attending religious ceremonies. It is the final day of the Jewish “high holidays” 
starting with Rosh Hashanah, and it is a last chance for Jews to offer repentance for their 
sins of the previous year. Religious Jews often spend the entire day in the synagogue, 
offering prayers.250  

Sukkot (Feast of Booths) 

Also known as the Harvest Festival, Sukkot is a seven-day festival in 
which the first and last days are public holidays. It is one of three 
pilgrimage festivals (Passover and Shavu’ot are the other two), 
periods in ancient times when all Jews would come to Jerusalem. 
Unlike Rosh Hashanah, which it follows by five days, Sukkot is a 
joyful holiday.251 It gets its name from the sukka (“booth”), a 
temporary dwelling that is mentioned in the Torah’s description of 
the Israelites’ Exodus from Egypt. During Sukkot, religious and even 
some non-religious Jews build sukkas in their yards and eat their 
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meals in them.252  

Shemini Atzeret/Simchat Torah 

These two holidays are celebrated on the two days immediately following Sukkot and are 
often associated with that festival. They are primarily important to religious Jews and 
celebrated with Torah readings and processions that take place within the synagogue.253  

Chanukah (Festival of Lights) 

Although Chanukah (Hannukah) is one of the better known Jewish holidays, it is not a 
Torah-ordained festival and thus is not nearly as sacred to Jews as most of the other 
religious holidays. In Israel, none of the eight days of Chanukah are official holidays, 
although children have vacation time from school.254 The celebration usually falls in 
December, although it sometimes starts in late November and occasionally extends into 
early January. Because Chanukah falls near the Christian holiday of Christmas, some of 
the Christmas traditions, such as giving gifts to children, have been woven into the fabric 
of the Jewish holiday during the long Jewish diaspora in primarily Christian countries. 

The origin of Chanukah begins with the Maccabees, a group of Jews living in Judea, who 
defeated their Greek rulers, reentered Jerusalem, and re-sanctified the Jewish Temple. 
Although they only had enough sacramental olive oil to keep the Temple candelabrum 
(menorah) burning for one day, the oil miraculously continued burning for eight days. 
Today, Jews celebrate this miracle by lighting menorah candles each night of Chanukah 
and reciting blessings. Because of the holiday’s connection with olive oil, several fried 
foods such as latkes (potato pancakes) and especially sufganiyot (jelly- or custard-filled 
doughnuts) are associated with the Chanukah season. In addition during Chanukah, 
children (and sometimes adults) traditionally play a game using a square top known as a 
dreidel (sevivon).255 

Purim  

Purim is the most celebratory of all Jewish holidays, one that has been likened to Mardi 
Gras by some, although others have described Mardi Gras as the “Catholic Purim.”256 
Parades, masquerading, eating, and drinking alcohol are all associated with this holiday, 
which usually falls in March. Food delicacies associated with the day are three-sided, 
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nut- or fruit-filled cookies known as “Haman’s ears,” or osnei haman. (Outside Israel 
these cookies are often known as hamentaschen.)257 

Purim commemorates the events described in the Bible’s Book of Esther, in which Esther 
saves the Jews of Persia from an extermination plot launched by Haman, advisor to the 
Persian king. In Israel, Purim is not a business holiday, although schools do close.258 The 
day before Purim is a day of fasting.  

Pesach (Passover) 

Many, if not most, Jewish holidays are connected to 
foods that symbolically represent each holiday’s 
messages. Perhaps no festival is more associated with 
symbolic foods and kosher foods than Pesach (Passover), 
a week-long religious holiday that comes in late March to 
middle April. Even generally non-practicing Jews attend 
seders on the eve of the first day of Pasach. The seders 
are family meals in which the story of the Israelites’ 
Exodus from Egypt is retold. The meal intersperses blessings and stories with the eating 
of ceremonial foods, including unleavened bread (motzah), saltwater-soaked parsley or 
other vegetable, and horseradish.259    

In Israel, the first and last days of Pesach are holy days and thus public holidays. Children 
typically have the entire week off from school, although most businesses stay open at 
least part-time during the five middle days of the holiday.  

During Pesach, most larger Israeli restaurants outside the Tel Aviv area follow the kosher 
food laws of the holiday. Smaller restaurants, in which it may be difficult to prepare the 
kitchen for such cooking, will simply close for the week.260   

Shavu’ot (Festival of Weeks) 

The last of the three pilgrimage festivals on the Jewish calendar, Shavu’ot falls 50 days 
after the beginning of Pesach, which means it is celebrated in the last half of May or early 
June. Historically it marks the period of seven weeks that began with an offering of 
barley (Passover) and ended with an offering of grain (Shavu’ot) at the Holy Temple in 
Jerusalem. The agricultural aspect of the festival has remained over the many centuries. 
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A more recent custom, often followed by even non-religious Jews, is to eat a meal 
consisting of dairy products during Shavu’ot.261 

Shavu’ot also has deep religious connections. Specifically, it marks for Jews the time of 
the giving of the Torah from God. The Book of Ruth from the Bible is commonly read in 
synagogues on Shavu’ot day, and all-night Torah study is performed by Orthodox and 
other religious Jews. Even secular Jews in Tel Aviv may spend the night going from one 
lecture to another on topics that connect Jewish teachings to the modern world.262 

Tisha B’Av 

Tisha B’Av, like Yom Kippur, is a fasting day and 
commemorates and mourns the destruction of the First 
Holy Temple of the Jews. However, unlike Yom Kippur, 
very few secular Israelis fast on Tisha B’Av. For 
religious Israelis, the Book of Lamentations, which 
describes the razing of the Temple, is read in synagogues. 
In Jerusalem, many Israelis go to the Western Wall, a 
remnant of the Second Temple, to read Lamentations. 
Throughout the country, restaurants and entertainment venues close for the day (and are 
subject to fines if they don’t), although other businesses may stay open.263, 264 

Cuisine  

As Israel is largely a country of immigrants or their descendants, the nation’s cuisine 
reflects various food traditions carried to the country from Eastern Europe and Russia, the 
Mediterranean, North Africa, the Middle East, and elsewhere. Virtually none of the most 
popular dishes in Israel are native to or exclusive to the region, and almost all predate the 
State of Israel by several centuries. However, their wide popularity within Israel has 
collectively associated these food items with the country’s own culinary culture. This is 
true even if the origins of a particular dish may originally be from, say, Turkey.265 Many 
popular foods in Israel are associated with Jewish traditions, but others are decidedly 
Arab and are popular with both Muslims and Jews.    
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Some consider the Israeli national dish to be the falafel, which 
consists of fried chickpea or fava bean balls, a dish popular across 
much of the Middle East. It may be eaten dipped in yoghurt sauce or 
served sandwich-like, embellished with salad ingredients and relishes 
and stuffed into pita bread.266 Among Israel’s Orthodox Jews, tsholnt 
(or cholent), a bean stew that may also include barley, meat, and 
potatoes, is a common Shabbat (Sabbath) meal.267 Another common 
Shabbat dish is gefilte fish, which consists of ground-up balls of 
white fish mixed with eggs, onions, matzo meal, and seasonings. The 
shaped filling is poached ahead of time and then later served cold. 
This dish is especially associated with the Ashkenazi Jews from 
Eastern Europe.268  

A traditional Sephardic dish is the bureka,  a puff pastry filled with cheese and 
spinach.269 And no discussion of popular Israeli food items would leave out hummus, a 
long-time Middle Eastern favorite made from ground chickpeas laced with garlic and 
lemon juice, which is used as a spread on just about anything.270 

Religious injunctions define the foods that are eaten by many Israelis. Orthodox and other 
Jews who follow “kosher” rules do not cook or eat meals containing both dairy products 
and meat and poultry, and they do not eat shellfish. They only eat the meat of animals 
with cloven hooves that chew their cud (i.e., sheep and cows, but not pigs). Israeli Arabs 
who are Muslim do not consume pork or drink alcohol.   

Arts  

Literature 

The founding of the State of Israel has contributed greatly 
to a revitalization and modernization of the Hebrew 
language. Until the beginnings of the Zionist movement, 
Hebrew had primarily been a written, liturgical language 
rather than a commonly spoken primary language. 
Biblical Hebrew, with a vocabulary of about 8,000 words, 
has gradually evolved into modern Hebrew, a robust 

                                                 
266 SF Gate. San Francisco Chronicle. Spieler, Marlena. “On the Trail of Israeli Falafel.” 9 April 2003. 
http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2003/04/09/FD264930.DTL  
267 JewishMag.com. Erdosh, G. “Shabbat Cholent Recipe.” 2001. 
http://www.jewishmag.com/43mag/cholent/cholent.htm  
268 Chabad.org. Chein, Rochel. “Food on Shabbat: What is Gefilte Fish?” 2008. 
http://encarta.msn.com/sidebar_631522215/customs_of_israel.html 
269 Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs. “Burekas.” 20 February 2003. 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/Facts+About+Israel/Israeli+Cuisine/BUREKAS 
270 Israel Ministry of Tourism. Goldman, Judy Stacey and Janet Kaplan. “Along the Hummus Highway!” 
2008. http://206.251.241.46/discoverisrael/flavor/index.asp   



 
71

language with about 120,000 words.271 Several Israeli authors writing in Hebrew have 
gained international recognition, including Shmuel Yosef Agnon (Nobel Prize Winner for 
Literature in 1966), Amos Oz, A. B. Yehoshua, and Aharon Appelfeld.272  Some Israeli 
Arabs, such as Anton Shammas and Sayed Kashua, have gained world attention from 
their writings in Hebrew. Shammas’ award-winning novel Arabesques was translated into 
seven languages, and his other published works include poetry, children’s literature, and 
essays written in both Arabic and Hebrew.273 Emile Habibi, arguably the most influential 
Israeli Arab author, wrote entirely in Arabic. He is the only writer to have received 
literary awards from both Israel and the Palestinian Liberation Organization.274  

Music 

Israel has long been known as a center of the music world. The Israel Philarmonic 
Orchestra is world renowned, and two of its long-time music directors, Leonard Bernstein 
and Zubin Mehta, are among the most honored conductors of the last half-century. Israel 
has also produced a large number of musical virtuosos, including violinists Itzhak 
Perlman, Shlomo Mintz, and Pinchas Zukerman and pianist/conductor Daniel Barenboim.  

Popular music in Israel has developed through a process of 
overlapping stylistic influences introduced by the country’s diverse 
ethnic groups. In the early days after independence, Russian folk 
music was prominent. The klezmer and Hasidic melodies of the 
European shetls also influenced the early development of Israeli 
music. Mizrahim immigrants brought with them Middle Eastern- and 
North African-influenced musical styles that became known as 
muzika mizrahit.275    

Later musical influences came from outside the country (Western 
folk music and Latin music). Israeli rock music was late to develop, 
in part because it was considered a negative influence by the government. (In 1965, the 
Israeli Ministry of Education refused to allow the Beatles to perform in the country 
because of the group’s perceived “corrupting effect.”)276, 277 By the 1970s, however, a 
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new openness to rock music soon made it the country’s most popular genre. Some of the 
artists of this era, such as Matti Caspi, Shlomo Gronich, and Gidi Gov, combined 
traditional Israeli lyrical ballads with harder-edge rock instrumentation and arrangements, 
creating a distinctly Israeli sound.   

Although Israeli popular music has certainly been influenced by Arab musical styles, 
very few Israeli Arab musicians have achieved widespread popularity within the country 
until recently. One ground-breaking group is DAM, an Israeli Arab hip hop group that 
raps mostly in Arabic, but also performs in Hebrew and English as well.278 A more 
traditional Israeli Arab musical style is offered by Amal Murkus, who sings classical 
Palestinian ballads as well as newer songs in both Arabic and Hebrew. Like the music of 
DAM, Amal Murkus’ music gives insight into Palestinian life by speaking of the many 
challenges faced by the Arab community in Israel.279   

Traditional Dress  

Modern western dress is the norm for most Israelis. The country is well known for its 
casual dress standards, although more modest attire is standard for formal occasions or in 
religious settings. 

Within the most conservative parts of the Israeli Jewish 
Orthodox community, however, very conservative styles 
of dress are observed. Many of the Haredim, the most 
Orthodox of all Israeli Jews, follow dress codes of their 
ancestors in 19th century Eastern Europe. Haredi men are 
easily identified by their dark colored clothing, wide-
brimmed hats, and constantly worn kippah (skullcaps). 
Haredi women wear long skirts and long sleeves with 
high necklines, and married women always cover their hair.280, 281 

Within Israeli Arab communities, headdresses known as kaffiyehs are worn by many of 
the older and more traditional Muslim men. Muslim women dress modestly, but most no 
longer wear the traditional outer dress (thob) of the Palestinians.282 It is common for 
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Muslim women to wear a hijab, a headscarf that covers the head. The niqab (or face veil) 
is less frequently seen.283   

Folk Culture and Folklore 

Much of ancient Israeli folklore, at least among the country’s majority Jewish population, 
is drawn from the stories of the Old Testament. The Biblical characters of these stories 
come alive and serve as exemplars of basic human traits, both good and bad. They reflect 
qualities of bravery, wisdom, grief, greed, foolishness, and faith in God’s will. Many of 
these stories are well known beyond the world of Judaism. The battle of David, the 
second King of Israel, against the Philistine giant Goliath, and the test of Abraham’s 
loyalty to God when he is asked to sacrifice his son Isaac are examples of such narrations. 
King Solomon, the son of King David, is a particularly bountiful source of numerous 
stories, many of which highlight his wisdom. In one such account, he is forced to decide 
which of two women should be allowed to claim a child that they both declare to be their 
own.  

One of the long-time Jewish and Arab traditions that has 
become associated with Israel is folk dancing. Traditional 
folk dances have been brought to the country by new 
immigrants, and these dances have often evolved into 
new variations in the cultural cross-mix of Israeli 
society.284 One of these is the horah, a circle dance that 
quickly became the most famous of Israeli folk dances 
and came to symbolize Zionism in the days before Israel 
became a state. It reflects elements of Romanian, Russian, Hassidic, and Yemenite 
Jewish traditions.285 New Israeli folk dances continue to be created and have become an 
integral part of the country’s cultural fabric. 

Folk dancing is not just a Jewish tradition within Israel, however. In the Israeli Arab 
community, the Debke, a traditional line dance that is over 500 years old, is still actively 
performed by numerous dance troupes in the country. In 2007, over 2,700 Israeli Arabs 
performed the largest and longest Debke dance in history through the streets of the Old 
City of Acre.286    
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Sports and Recreation 

The two most popular sports in Israel are football (soccer) 
and basketball. At the international level, Israel has had 
much more success in the latter sport than the former. 
The Maccabi Tel Aviv club team has dominated 
professional basketball within Israel for many decades 
and on five occasions has won the European Champions 
Cup club competition, most recently in 2005. The Israeli 
national football team has qualified for the World Cup 
finals only once, in 1970, although they came up just short in the European World Cup 
qualifying rounds in 2006. The team that year was led by its two Israeli Arab stars, Abbas 
Suan and Walid Badir.287    

Israel has had some success at the Olympic Games since 1992, particularly in the sport of 
judo. The nation’s only gold medal came in 2004, when Gal Fridman won the men’s 
windsurfing competition.288 It was only fitting that Israel’s first gold medal should come 
in this sport because it has become one of the nation’s most popular outdoor recreational 
pursuits, along with mountain biking and scuba diving.289 In addition to football and 
basketball, tennis, volleyball, and handball are also popular participatory sports in 
Israel.290   

Gender Issues 

Women in Israel are generally as highly educated as their male counterparts and are 
found in all parts of the government and business world, although their percentages in 
some of the higher-level positions are lower than for men. Israeli Jewish women, like 
Jewish and Druze men, are required to serve in the military, although they mostly do not 
take combat roles. A significant percentage of Israeli Jewish women are granted 
exemptions from military service for reasons related to religion, pregnancy, and marital 
or family status.291  
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The average number of children per woman in Israel is 
2.77, one of the highest in the Western world, but this 
statistic is somewhat skewed by the exceptionally large 
families of Haredi Jews.292 Nonetheless, there is evidence 
that the fertility rate for Haredim is dropping, possibly 
because of reductions in government child allowances. 
(Muslim Israeli Arabs also have a high fertility rate, 
although this rate has also dropped significantly, from 4.7 
per woman in 2000 to 4.0 per woman in 2006.)293 Relations between Haredi men and 
women are very structured by religious rules and teaching, and family is a major priority 
in the lives of the Haredim.   

Arab women of Israel are very much shaped by traditional Middle Eastern values. Similar 
to the situation for Haredi women, modesty in dress and behavior are the norm. In 
interactions with men, Arab women will generally avoid prolonged eye contact and defer 
to the man’s opinion if there is a disagreement. Some of these women walk a fine line, 
wanting “to enhance their personal freedom, while not alienating themselves from their 
own society.” One path has been through education. Besides gaining the obvious benefits 
of learning, educated Israeli Arab women make themselves more attractive to educated 
Arab men, who are often  more worldly and more likely to encourage increased personal 
freedom for their wives.294 
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National Security 

Introduction 

Israel has never been through a period in which its 
security has been a given. Between 1948 and 1973, three 
separate wars with neighboring countries were 
interspersed with periods of tense border relations with its 
neighboring countries. Since 1967, Israel has occupied 
the West Bank and Gaza Strip, two areas in which 
Palestinian Arabs are the dominant population, and local 
resistance to this occupation has frequently become 
violent. The building of Israeli settlements in both of these areas, as well as in the Golan 
Heights region to the north, has increased tension between Palestinians and Israelis 
Additionally, it has presented security challenges for Israel.  

Israel relies heavily on its military forces to maintain its security, but it also has several 
other agencies responsible for specific security duties. Among these are the Israeli police, 
which, in addition to crime-fighting activities, is responsible for border patrol. Police 
forces also carry out some counter-terrorism and S.W.A.T.-like operations through the 
department’s Yamam unit.295296 Several intelligence agencies are another component of 
Israeli security forces. They include Shebak (Shin Bet), which is responsible for internal 
counterintelligence and protective security; Aman, the military intelligence arm of the 
IDF; and Mossad, responsible for foreign intelligence and counterterrorism activities.297  

Military  

Israel’s combined ground, air, and naval forces are collectively known as the Israel 
Defense Forces (IDF). Although Israel is a small country with a population of only a little 
over 7 million people, it is generally considered to have one of the finer armed forces in 
the world.298 All Jewish men and women and Druze men are required to serve on active 
duty in the IDF for either 21 months (women) or three years (men) beginning at the age 
of 18.299 Married or pregnant women and religious Jews studying in yeshivot are eligible 
for exemptions. Israeli Christians, Muslims, and Circassians may volunteer for the IDF. 
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Among these minority groups, Muslim Arab Bedouins represent the highest number of 
volunteers.300  

Because of Israel’s numerous security concerns, the 
nation’s government has long invested a substantial 
amount of its budget for the nation’s defense needs. The 
most recent estimate given by the Central Intelligence 
Agency reported that 7.3% of Israel’s GDP went to 
defense spending, a percentage exceeded by only five 
other countries (all in the Middle East).301 Roughly 21% 
of Israel’s defense budget comes from Foreign Military 
Financing support supplied by the United States.302  

A recent estimate by the International Institute for Strategic Studies places the IDF active 
forces at over 170,000 members, most of whom are in the Army.303, 304 Israel has long 
relied on an extensive reserve force in times of conflict. Over the nation’s history most 
Jewish men have remained on reserve duty well into their 40s, participating in one month 
of training each year. In recent years, however, the amount of annual training for Israeli 
Army reservists has been significantly scaled back, in part for budgetary reasons. The 
effects of this reduction appeared when Internal IDF investigations assessed the 
effectiveness of military operations in the wake of 2006 fighting against Hezbollah forces 
in southern Lebanon. The investigations found that a lack of current combat training for 
the reserve forces, made worse by a neglected stockpile of military equipment for these 
units, contributed to the poor performance of the IDF in that conflict.305 Since then, the 
IDF has placed a priority on increasing the amount of reserve training in order to 
maintain combat readiness.306, 307     
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U.S.–Israeli Relations 

Israel and the United States are exceptionally close allies who have a 
long tradition of strong political, economic, and military relations. 
Throughout Israel’s history, the United States has been its largest 
provider of economic and military assistance. Because of its special 
relationship with Israel and its long commitment to Israel’s security, 
the United States has played a significant role in most of the peace 
negotiations between Israel and Palestine.308 

The close ties between the two nations transcend religious affiliation, 
as many of Israel’s strongest supporters within the United States are 
not Jewish. Nonetheless, the strong support of Israel among a large 
portion of the Jewish population within the United States has been a constant since the 
nation’s founding. There are nearly as many Jews living in the United States as there are 
in Israel; combined, the two countries are estimated to be home to 80% of the world’s 
Jewish population.309 However, it should also be noted that the Jewish population in the 
United States is only a small percentage of the country’s overall population.  

Through politically influential organizations such as the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC), Israel has long had strong lobbying support within the United 
States. Some critics have charged that AIPAC and other pro-Israeli lobbying groups have 
often influenced U.S. governmental officials to take too soft a stance toward Israel on 
various issues, such as the Jewish settlements in the West Bank or the status of 
Palestinians in the Occupied Territories.310, 311 In response, others counter that the U.S.’s 
special relationship with Israel is less a product of the clout of pro-Israeli lobbying groups 
than it is the result of shared values. They point to the relationship between the U.S. and 
the United Kingdom as a similar example of shared values. Critics of those who oppose 
the pro-Israel lobbies also claim that other powerful interests are at the same time 
promoting their own foreign policy agendas toward Israel. They cite the pro-Palestinian 
(or, as described by some, “the anti-Israeli”) Arab oil lobby as an example of potentially 
malign influence toward Israel.312, 313 
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Relations with Neighboring Countries  

Egypt 

For the first 30 years of Israel’s existence, Egypt was one of its 
fiercest opponents. The two countries were frequently either at war 
with each other or staring across heavily defended cease-fire 
boundaries. The peace treaty of 1979 brought these hostile relations 
to a close and settled remaining boundary issues. However, relations 
between the two countries never warmed much beyond what came to 
be known as a “cold peace.”314 After the outbreak of the Second 
Intifada in 2000, bilateral relations retreated even further toward the 
frigid side as Egypt withdrew its ambassador from Israel in response 
to Israeli actions and policies in the occupied territories. There were 
problems, especially in the Gaza Strip, which shares a border with 
Egypt.315 

The Egyptian ambassador finally returned to Tel Aviv in March 2005 as the violence of 
the Second Intifida began to subside and Israel continued its plans to withdraw from the 
Gaza Strip.316 In September 2005, the IDF completed their withdrawal from the 12 km 
(7.5 mi) boundary separating the Gaza Strip and the Egyptian Sinai, known by its IDF 
code name as the Philadelphi Corridor. Since then, 750 Egyptian troops have been 
stationed on the border, tasked to prevent illegal smuggling and human crossings of the 
border.317 In January 2008, two thirds of the wall along the border was breached at the 
Gaza city of Rafah, a week after tight border restrictions were put in place by Israel in 
response to rocket attacks from the Gaza Strip into nearby Israeli towns.318  

Hamas militants continued to bombard southern Israel with rockets and the IDF retaliated 
with several military operations in the Gaza Strip. Taking on the role of mediator, Egypt 
has worked to broker a cease-fire between Israel and Hamas.319 The ascension to power 
of Hamas in the Gaza Strip and its subsequent arms support by Iran has in some ways 
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brought Israel and Egypt more in alignment on the need for tight security against Gaza 
Strip smuggling, as both countries see Iran as a threat.320   

Jordan 

Along with Egypt, Jordan is one of the two neighboring countries to have signed a peace 
accord with Israel. Signed in the wake of the Oslo Accords, the Israel–Jordan peace 
agreement envisioned the eventual development of strong economic and cultural ties 
between the two countries, as opposed to the more basic focus on “security 
considerations” and “reciprocity” found in the earlier accord between Israel and Egypt.321 
However, the optimistic hopes for a “warm peace” between Jordan and Israel subsided as 
Israeli–Palestinian peace talks collapsed in 2000. The new wave of violence and counter-
violence known as the Second Intifada caused many to lose hope for a comprehensive 
Palestinian–Israeli agreement.322 Like Egypt, Jordan pulled its ambassador from Israel for 
over four years beginning in late 2000.323  

The Jordan–Israel peace treaty did provide some stimulus 
to Jordan’s economy, however. As part of the agreement, 
several qualifying investment zones (QIZs) were 
designated in Jordan. These were industrial parks from 
which all articles produced could be imported duty-free 
to the United States as long as at least 8% of the value 
added in the production process came from Israel. The 
effects were increases in Jordanian exports to the United 
States (mostly textiles and clothing) and Israeli exports to Jordan (raw materials). Overall, 
however, trade between Israel and Jordan still remains relatively modest.324   

According to the United Nations Relief and Works Agency, over 1.7 million people 
within Jordan are Palestinians of descent from those who left Palestine either during the 
1948 war or the Six-Day War of 1967.325 Other surveys, however, find that as many as 
3.2 million residents of Jordan may be Palestinian, which if accurate would amount to 
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about 60% of the country’s total population.326 Therefore, the Jordan government sees the 
continuing Israeli–Palestinian conflict as an ongoing threat to the nation’s stability. As a 
result, the Jordanian King and his government have had to carry out a tightrope act of 
firmly supporting Palestinian rights and a fair Israeli–Palestinian peace agreement while 
at the same time remaining closely aligned with the United States and on peaceful terms 
with Israel.327  

Syria 

The Golan Heights, which Israel has occupied since the 
Six-Day War of 1967, is the site of a major territorial 
dispute between these two countries. Syria and Israel 
have had several rounds of peace agreement discussions 
since 1993, but the disposition of Golan Heights has long 
been a major stumbling block.328 Israel formally annexed 
the Golan Heights region in 1981, although the United 
States and the rest of the international community do not 
recognize Israel’s territorial claim to the Golan Heights. Since 1974, Syria and the Israeli-
controlled portion of the Golan Heights have been separated by a buffer zone manned by 
the United Nations Disengagement Observer Force.  

In the most recent peace discussions with Syria, Israel has seemed open to returning 
virtually all of the Golan Heights to Syria in exchange for security assurances from Syria. 
A sticking point has been whether or not the Israel–Syria border would extend all the way 
to the waterline of the northeastern part of the Sea of Galilee (Lake Kinneret), as has been 
Syria’s negotiating stance. At stake are water rights to Israel’s largest freshwater lake, 
whose northwestern shore is the beginning of the mammoth National Water Carrier 
project.329  

Another almost certain agenda item in Israel–Syria peace discussions is Syria’s long-time 
support for Hezbollah and Hamas and its close relationship with Iran. The latter country 
is considered to be Israel’s gravest threat due to its development of nuclear technology 
and a uranium enrichment program. Israel would also almost certainly insist that Syria 
end any nuclear plans or programs of its own, although the Israeli government has never 
shied away from using force against its neighbors to deter nuclear technology 
development. As recently as September 2007, Israel bombed a military installation in 
northern Syria. While no details were ever revealed about the rationale for the attack, 
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intelligence sources indicated that the site held a partially built nuclear reactor, believed 
to have been developed in collaboration with North Korea.330, 331    

Lebanon 

Lebanon underwent a devastating civil war from 1975 to 
1990. Twice during that period Israel invaded the country 
to root out PLO forces that were using the country as a 
base of operations. After the second invasion in 1982, 
Israel continued to occupy the southern portion of 
Lebanon and did not leave Lebanese territory until 2000. 
In the period between 1982 and 2000, the Shi’a Muslim 
organization Hezbollah led the fight against the Israeli 
occupation and over time became an increasingly important participant in Lebanese 
politics. Hezbollah’s ascension came with assistance from Iran and Syria.332  

The frequent Israeli incursions into Lebanon have kept relations between the two 
countries from ever stabilizing. No peace treaty between the two countries has ever been 
signed, and the boundary between the two countries is still based on the 1949 armistice 
agreement. Shabaa Farms, a small unpopulated area in the northern part of the Israeli-
occupied Golan Heights, has been a source of contention between Israel and the Lebanese 
government because of Lebanese claims that it is part of Lebanon rather than Syria. Syria, 
for its part, has not disputed this claim. Supporting Lebanon’s territorial claims on 
Shabaa Farms, Hezbollah has used the continued occupation of the region by Israel to 
support its own contention that Israeli forces have not completely left Lebanon.333  

Israel’s relations with Lebanon have been complicated by the continuing presence of 
Hezbollah militia forces in southern Lebanon. In July 2006, Israel launched air strikes 
and a ground invasion into Lebanon after Hezbollah guerrillas attacked an Israeli border 
patrol, killing three Israeli soldiers and capturing two others. The conflict ended a little 
over a month later with the passing of United Nations Security Council Resolution 1701. 
The new resolution called for a ceasefire, the re-introduction of U.N. peacekeeping forces 
into southern Lebanon (along with Lebanese Armed Forces), and Israeli withdrawal from 
Lebanon along with lifting of blockades.334 It also called for a disarming of Hezbollah 
forces in Lebanon. In October 2007, U.N Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon noted alleged 
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breaches of the Hezbollah arms embargo and the transfer of weapons from Iran and Syria 
to Hezbollah, a claim that Syria later denied.335  

West Bank and Gaza Strip 

The West Bank and Gaza Strip are Palestinian-populated 
regions that fell under Israeli occupation after the Six-
Day War in 1967. Since then, they have been at the heart 
of all discussions concerning an Israeli-Palestinian peace 
agreement and the creation of a Palestinian state.  

Since 1999, Israel has transferred security and civil 
responsibility to the Palestinian Authority in some of the 
Palestinian towns in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, although this process was halted for 
several years during the Second Intifada. In 2005, Israel removed all settlers and soldiers 
from the Gaza Strip. Israel retained control over airspace and most forms of access to the 
region, and left other areas of authority to the PA. In 2007, a fragile Palestinian Unity 
Government, representing a Hamas-Fatah coalition, collapsed, and subsequent fighting 
left Hamas in full military and administrative control of the Gaza Strip.336 Fatah leader 
and PA President Mahmud Abbas, citing Presidential emergency powers, quickly 
dissolved the already crumbled Unity Government and appointed a new Prime Minister 
(former Finance Minister Salam Fayyad). The Abbas/Fayyad PA government operates 
out of the West Bank.  

Israel has put economic pressure on Hamas, which refuses to recognize Israel and has 
called for its destruction. Israel’s curtailment of shipments of fuel oil and other supplies 
into the Gaza Strip has led to an international outcry about the crippling effects of this 
embargo on ordinary Palestinian citizens in the Gaza Strip. Such public pressure has 
forced Israel to periodically lift the blockade.337, 338 Meanwhile, homemade rockets fired 
from Gaza have continued to rain down on nearby Israeli cities, with Israel responding 
with missile and ground attacks of its own against suspected militant hideouts.339    

The crisis in Gaza has negatively impacted peace talks between Israel and the Palestinian 
government in the West Bank. In March 2008, a Palestinian spokesperson announced the 
suspension of recently re-started peace talks between the two sides until “Israeli 
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aggression [in Gaza] stops.”340 A few days later, however, the Palestinians agreed to 
return to the table.341 It remains to be seen what effect, if any, an Egyptian-mediated truce 
in the Gaza Strip, which began in June 2008, will have in advancing these peace 
discussions.      

Terrorist and Separatist Groups 

Israel has extensive experience with war and associated militant and terrorist activity. 
During the peak of the Second Intifada, roughly from late 2000 to 2005, numerous Israeli 
cities and resorts were the sites of deadly bombings carried out by several 
organizations—most notably, Hamas, the al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigade, and Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad. All of these organizations are listed as foreign terrorist organizations by the 
U.S. Government.  

Hamas 

The largest and most well known of these groups is 
Hamas, also known as the Islamic Resistance Movement. 
Hamas emerged as an organization during the First 
Intifada in the late 1980s as the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
political arm in the Palestinian territories.342 Its first 
suicide bombing occurred in 1993, shortly before the 
signing of the Oslo Accords.343 Hamas has both a military 
and political wing and was part of a Palestinian Authority 
coalition government prior to its violent break with Fatah in 2007. Its military wing is 
also known as the Izz al-Din al-Qassam Brigades and operates out of both the Gaza Strip 
and the West Bank.344  

Al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigade 

The al-Aqsa Martyrs’ Brigades (AAMB) emerged during the Second Intifada as a loosely 
organized group of militias aligned with Fatah. Its original activities were focused against 
the IDF, but in 2002 AAMB operatives began to carry out terrorist bombings against 
civilian targets. Since the death of Yasser Arafat in 2004 and the subsequent election of 
moderate Fatah leader Mahmud Abbas as PA President, many of the group’s activities 
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have been against Hamas rather than Israel.345 However, AAMB is still believed to be 
active in launching rocket and mortar attacks from Gaza into Israel.346   

Palestinian Islamic Jihad 

Unlike Hamas, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) has no political arm. Its goals are the 
creation of an Islamic state in Palestine and the destruction of Israel. The organization has 
been in existence since the 1970s. In 1987, its base of operations moved from the Gaza 
Strip to Lebanon, and a few years later its headquarters were transferred to Damascus. It 
is believed that the PIJ receives most of its training and financial assistance from Iran. 
During the early years of the Second Intifada, the PIJ was responsible for several suicide 
bombings, but in the last few years its anti-Israeli attacks have mostly been rocket 
launchings from Gaza.347 However, it does continue to plan suicide bombings, and in 
January 2007 was responsible for the death of three Israeli citizens in a suicide bombing 
in Eilat.348  

Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine  

The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) came into existence in the 
1960s as a secular, Marxist-oriented group that staged several high-profile international 
attacks in the 1960s and the 1970s. PFLP’s activities and influence waned during the 
1990s when it lost its main external supporter with the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
During this period of time, the Islamist group Hamas supplanted them as the main rivals 
to Fatah within the Palestinian movement.349 Since the beginning of the Second Intifada, 
the PFLP has re-emerged and has carried out several attacks against Israel, including the 
assassination of Rehavam Ze'evi, Israel’s national Tourism Minister, in 2001.    

Hezbollah 

Like Hamas, Hezbollah, which most of the Arab World considers a legitimate “resistance 
group,” consists of both a military and political wing.350 It is also provides an extensive 
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network of social services within its stronghold in southern Lebanon. Currently 
Hezbollah is a minority partner in the Lebanese 
government.  

Hezbollah is fiercely anti-Israeli and formed as a Shi’a 
militia group as a response to Israel’s incursion into 
Lebanon during 1982. The group throughout its history 
has received extensive assistance from Iran, as well as 
from Syria. Unlike the other terrorist organizations 
carrying out attacks against Israel, Hezbollah does not 
have a Palestinian membership. Nonetheless, the group 
has provided support and training to Palestinian organizations that reject the Israeli–
Palestinian peace process, such as Hamas and PIJ.351, 352   

Issues Affecting the Peace Process 

Settlements 

Since Israel acquired additional territory after the Six-Day War in 1967, the Israelis have 
built numerous Israeli settlements in the West Bank and, to a lesser extent, the Golan 
Heights. These outposts are now the home of approximately 250,000 Israelis in the West 
Bank, with an additional 180,000 Israelis in East Jerusalem (an area also annexed after 
the war).353 Various United Nations Security Council Resolutions including Resolution 

446 (1979) assert that building settlements on territory occupied by Israel after the 1967 
war is unlawful.354 As new settlements are built or approved for construction in the West 
Bank, the Palestinian leadership has complained that popular support for continuing the 
peace process has waned. PA President Abbas has stated that “the settlements [are] the 
biggest obstacle to the peace process.” U.S. Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice has also 
expressed unusually pointed language at Israel’s recent plans to build more settlements, 
directly criticizing such plans as being harmful to peace efforts. During her recent visit to 
the Middle East to promote ongoing negotiations, Rice stated, “We should be in a 
position of encouraging confidence, not undermining it. No party should be taking steps 
at this point that could prejudice the outcome of the negotiation.”355  
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Refugees 

Palestinian negotiators have long insisted on a “right of 
return” for those Arabs and Jews (and their descendants) 
who fled Palestine after the fighting of 1948–49. United 
Nations Resolution 194, passed in 1948, recommended 
that Arab and Jewish refugees be allowed to return as 
long as long as they “will live at peace with their 
neighbors.”356  Israel strongly opposes the return of 
Palestinian refugees to modern-day Israel as part of a 
peace package. Given the large number of Palestinian refugees now living in camps and 
elsewhere around the Middle East, an extensive return of these refugees to Israel is seen 
as a threat to the nation’s predominantly Jewish identity.  

Water 

In Israel’s peace negotiations with both Syria and the Palestinian 
Authority, the question of water rights plays an extremely important 
role, although it is seldom mentioned in public statements. Besides 
water supplied by pipeline from the Jordan River Valley, Israel gets 
most of its water from the Mountain and Coastal aquifers. Most of 
the recharge area for the Mountain aquifer lies in the West Bank, 
although its downslope underground flow allows it to be pumped 
from areas to the west within Israel. Meanwhile, Coastal aquifer 
water supplies the needs of both Israel and the Gaza Strip and has 
been extensively overpumped. To the north, much of the water that 
flows into the upper Jordan River and ultimately to the Sea of Galilee, 
where Israel’s National Water Carrier has its intake, is fed by streams and rivers 
originating in the Golan Heights and Lebanon.  

One technological development that some experts feel will aid in resolving these water 
issues is desalination. Israel has an extensive Mediterranean coastline suitable for 
numerous desalination plants, and extraction costs are declining to competitive rates. 
Given this scenario, water officials believe that Israel will be able to use desalinated 
water to help offset a significant percentage of lost water usage rights in any future peace 
treaties.357 In addition, Israel can shift more and more of its agricultural water needs to 
treat waste water.358    
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Outlook 

In the summer of 2008, Israel was undertaking peace and truce negotiations on several 
fronts. While it remained to be seen to what extent, if any, these initiatives would bear 
fruit and possibly have a beneficial effect on Israeli security, the fact that talks were 
underway at all was seen as a positive sign by some. However, the tenuous political 
status of Prime Minister Ehud Olmert raised concerns that the Knesset and/or Israeli 
public would even go along with any such treaties if they 
did come to pass.359, 360   

In the meantime, Israel continues to build a security 
fence/separation barrier/security barrier between itself 
and the West Bank.361 A similar fence has already been 
constructed around the Gaza Strip, but the West Bank 
fence has proven much more controversial, in part 
because it does not follow the pre-1967 Israel–West Bank 
boundary in many places, including Jerusalem. In 2004, 
the International Court of Justice, by a 14-to-1 vote, issued an advisory opinion finding 
that the construction of the wall contrary to international law. Israel, however, has 
rejected this opinion, stating that the international court has no jurisdiction on the 
matter.362 Militant violence in Israel and the West Bank has lessened since the 
fence/barrier has begun to go up, but it is difficult to say what role it may have played in 
this drop.    

Beyond its internal security threats, Israel continues to be very concerned with the 
increasing influence of Iran within parts of the Middle East. It is especially concerned 
about Iran’s potential to develop nuclear weapons. In fact, one of Prime Minister 
Olmert’s deputies has gone on record, stating that Israel will attack Iranian nuclear sites if 
the latter country does not halt its uranium enrichment program.363 Iran does not 
recognize Israel, and current Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has made 
numerous inflammatory comments about Israel, issuing calls for its destruction.364   
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