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the empowerment of minorities, protection of their
basic human rights, and have documented the pace
and nature of the progress.

The EU views itself as a “normative actor”, seeking
to export its norms to the outside world. The history
of integration is represented as a deep process of
reconciliation and diversity management that could
be adopted by other states and applied in various
regions of the world.1 The European Convention
on Human Rights (1950), The European Social
Charter (1961 and revised in 1996), The European
Cultural Convention (1954), The European Charter
for Regional or Minority Languages (1992) and the
Framework Convention for the Protection of National
Minorities (1995) are solid examples of the normative
commitment of the EU to the protection of basic
human rights and freedoms and the constructive
management of diversity and difference. Beside
the traditional economic and political power of the
Union, this normative dimension is viewed as one
of the major sources of power of the EU in the
international arena. Based on this understanding,
as part of its foreign policy the EU has been active
in exporting its reconciliatory integrative norm model.
The management of diversity by peaceful means
has been one of the major elements of this policy.2
Therefore, the EU has been supportive of international
and intra-national reconciliation efforts.3

In the following pages I examine the role the EU plays
in determining the nature of the relationship between
the Israeli state and the Arab minority within it. This
analysis seeks to clarify the impact or lack of it that
the normative commitments of the EU to human
rights – individual and group – and to equal diversity
on its relationship with Israel. It also seeks to verify
the extent to which the EU utilizes its normative role
in order to protect the human rights of minorities, also
in complex situations, such as in the case of the Arab
minority in Israel. This analysis sheds light on the
gaps between the political and the economic levels
of EU-Israel relations and the lack of conditionality
between them when it comes to the protection of
the basic human rights of the Arab minority in Israel.
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From a Middle Eastern perspective, the EU has been
deeply involved in promoting peace negotiations
between Israelis and Palestinians. The EU has
invested major diplomatic efforts and economic
resources to enhance peace and stability between
the two sides. The financial support extended to the
Palestinian Authority is by all measures formidable.
The EU has also been involved in promoting
democratization in the Middle East region. This
involvement is manifested, among other things, in
the empowerment of minorities and the protection
of their basic rights. The accommodation of minority
rights has been seen as an essential part of its
internal democratization process for reconciliation
and democratization.4 EU officials have promoted

EU-Israel Relations
EU - Israel relations have a long history. They were
formalized in 1975 with the Cooperation Agreement
and upgraded in 1995 with the Association Agreement.
EU-Israel relations experienced many ups and
downs.5 The EU-Israel Action Plan of December
2004, which was adopted within the framework of
EU’s European Neighborhood Policy (ENP), was
another step in shaping the bilateral relations between
the two sides.6 The Action Plan was comprehensive
and came to “prevent the emergence of new dividing
lines between the enlarged EU and its neighbors
and to offer the chances to participate in various
EU activities.” The Action Plan refers to Israel’s
“special status”, which is translated into cooperation
in various fields. Among other things, the Action
Plan refers to political dialogue and co-operation;
economic integration; co-operation on migration; cooperation in transport, energy and telecom networks;
strengthening the environmental dimension of public
policy and co-operation in “people-to-people” contacts
in education, culture, civil society and public health.
The comprehensiveness of the Action Plan opens
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the door for cooperation and coordination between
Israeli economic, political, academic and other bodies
and similar bodies of the EU states.
The Action Plan is divided into various fields, two of
which are the political and the economic. The political
section of the Action Plan frames the nature of the
relationship between Israel and the EU and stipulates
the pace of the progress in other fields. The political
section clearly states that the EU and Israel share
common values. Both sides agree to work together
“to promote the shared values of democracy, rule of
law and respect for human rights and international
humanitarian law; [e]xplore the possibility to join the
optional protocols related to international conventions
on human rights and [p]romote and protect rights of
minorities, including enhancing political, economic,
social and cultural opportunities for all citizens and
lawful residents.” In the economic section, the Action
Plan declares that both sides aim to “[i]dentify the
scope and modalities for Israel to participate in
relevant EU programs, and in this context identify the
scope for legislative approximation where required by
the relevant program.” This statement is developed
into a set of co-operation in all economic fields
including trade, employment, movement of goods
and agriculture.
The Action Plan concerning shared values and
economic co-operation has clear policy implications
on the internal affairs of both sides. They reflect the
joint effort to draw the two parties together based
on common interests and shared values. Since
2004, there have been major efforts to implement
the different sections of the Action Plan, despite its
ambiguity in various areas. Various mutual instruments
were developed to facilitate the promotion of mutual
cooperation and the increasing engagement of Israeli
economic firms and academic institutions with EU
partners. The Progress Report of the ‘Implementation
of the European Neighborhood Policy in 2007’ states
clearly that “[i]ntense institutional cooperation through
the EU–Israel Association Council, the EU–Israel
Association committee and 10 sub-committees has
enabled both sides to progress with the implementation
of the Association Agreement and more recently the
Action Plan.”7
A close look at the mutual cooperation reveals
a large gap between the political and economic
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cooperation between the two sides. Whereas the
economic cooperation has been constantly growing
and the integration of Israeli economy within the EU
reaches new peaks every year, cooperation and
agreements on the political field lag far behind. The
formulations used in the Progress Report of 2007
reflect the political dialogue between both parties and
is very indicative of the nature of their relationship.
The language of the Progress Report is vague and
limited to stating the intentions of “strengthening
the political dialogue and identify areas of further
cooperation” between the two parties. The Progress
Report discusses only those objectives indicating
that political dialogue was further strengthened in
the reported period.
This ambiguous formulation reflects a lack of
agreement without indicating specific issues of
disagreement.8 The mutual cooperation between
the two parties is based on the assumption that Israel
is located within the borders of the green line and
that Israeli military rule in the Occupied Palestinian
Territories (OPTs) is an indispensable necessity that
does not reflect the true nature of the Israeli regime.
Issues beyond the green line borders are not part of
the “genuine” shared value system between the EU
and Israel. Simultaneously, it is assumed that EU
involvement in the peace process is conditional and
is fully dependent on Israeli agreement. Therefore
the EU political involvement has thus far been limited
to a secondary supplementary status. Israel has
been investing major efforts to establish a clear
separation between the political and economic tracks
of its relationship with the EU and it has managed
to prevent the EU from using its economic power to
exert political pressure on Israel.

Israeli State-Arab Minority Relations
and Implication on EU-Israel Relations
Despite the fact that the accommodation of minority
rights has always been indicated as part and parcel of
EU policy and although EU documents have referred
to Israeli violation of basic human and citizenship
rights of the Arab minority in Israel, EU-Israeli political
dialogue has not yet influenced any of the Israeli
policies towards the Arab minority. Before reflecting
on the engagement of the EU regarding the rights of
the Arab minority in Israel, it is crucial to characterize
Israeli policies towards this minority.
Israeli policy towards the Arab-Palestinian community
in the last decade could be characterized as a policy
of deligitimation and the hollowing out of its citizenship
status.9 It is not possible to delve into the details
of this process. Suffice it to mark out several legal
and administrative measures that reflect the real
meaning of this policy. The first important area is in
political participation. This field could be reflected by
examining the amendments of the election laws by
the Israeli Knesset in 2002, which set new limitations
on the right of political participation of Arab parties.
In 2002, the Jewish majority in the Knesset, led by
the Sharon government, imposed exacerbating legal
restrictions upon Arab political players, expanding the
realm of the “taboo territories” in which Arab citizens
are not allowed to enter. In May 2002, the Knesset
passed amendments to all election laws in order to
redefine the limits of the parliamentary field and the
boundaries for freedom of expression.
Since the parliamentary field constitutes the main
arena in the Arab struggle for equality in Israel, the
amendments of the law was aimed at neutralizing
the practical ability of Arab citizens to use democratic
means for appealing against state characteristics
that discriminate against them. Paragraph 7a of
the Basic Law: The Knesset, was reformulated with
new restrictions and conditions that party lists and
personal candidates are obliged to meet if they wish to
participate in elections. The major change of the law
has been to prevent parties and individual candidates
from participating in the election if they challenge
the Jewish and democratic character of the state,
insight racism, support military struggle of an enemy
state or terror organization against the state of Israel.
The language used in the law was an answer to the

growing demands for the democratization of Israel
and the increasing sympathy of the Arab minority with
the Palestinian struggle against Israeli occupation
in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.
Israeli politicians did not settle for merely blocking
access to the Knesset for political players who
undermine the world-view of the Jewish majority
regarding the character of the Israeli state. It also
confined the maneuvering space of the existing
Knesset members who managed to bypass the
obstacles of former laws, by amending the 1951
Law of Immunity of the Rights and Duties of Knesset
Members.. Amendment 29 of the law outlaws any
expression or conduct by a Knesset member that
“Negate[s] the existence of the State of Israel as the
state of the Jewish people; negate[s] the democratic
character of the state; instigate[s] racism due to
one’s skin color or racial affiliation or national-ethnic
origin; support[s] armed struggle of an enemy state
or terror actions against the State of Israel or against
Jews or Arabs or for one’s being Jewish or Arab, in
Israel or abroad.”
On 30 June 2008, the Knesset passed a new
amendment of the Basic Law: The Knesset, where
candidates that visited an enemy state in the seven
years before they became candidates would be
considered to have supported armed struggle against
the state, unless proved otherwise. This amendment,
which defines Arab states including Lebanon, Syria,
Yemen and Saudi Arabia as enemy states establishes
a direct connection between a mere visit and the
support of armed struggle. Since Arab citizens of Israel
have family ties in the entire Arab world, the practical
meaning of this amendment is setting limitations on
the basic rights of Arab citizens to family connections,
wherever their family members reside.10
Another major field that reflects Israeli marginalization
of the civic status of the Arab minority is the citizenship
law. In July 2003 the Israeli government, led by Prime
Minister Ariel Sharon, introduced the amendment
to the Citizenship Law and the Entry into Israel.11
This amendment imposed new regulation on the
naturalization process of non-Jewish spouses of Israeli
citizens. The amending of the law was introduced
based on demographic and security reasoning,
aiming at denying citizenship to non-Jewish spouses
of Israeli citizens, if these spouses originate from
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the Palestinian occupied territories. Since spouses
originating from these areas are primarily Arabs, the
new regulation, which was confirmed as constitutional
by the Israeli High Court in May 2006, was another
legal step in the down grading of Arab citizens
from their aspiration for equal citizenship and in
establishing the Jewish majority as a constitutionally
privileged community with exclusive hegemony over
state institutions and resources. In November 2006,
the government of PM Olmert extended the validity
of this amendment and expanded its restrictions to
include restrictions on intermarriage between Arab
citizens of Israel and Arab nationals of what Israel
defines as “enemy states”.12
To these legal steps one should add the legislation
process taking place today led by the NetanyahuLiberman government. The Nakba law, which
initially aimed to abolish the commemoration of the
Palestinian Nakba of 1948,13 was confirmed by the
ministerial committee for legislation and targeted
institutions funded by the state.14 The law denies
financial support to any institution, governmental or
non-governmental that commemorates the Nakba in
its activities or declares the independence day of the
state of Israel to be a tragic event. This legislation
targets local municipalities and non-government
organizations that carry out activities in this field,
manifested in educational programs in schools and
in collective marches of refugees to their original
destroyed villages.
Parallel to the legislation process, the Minister of
Education decided to remove any mentioning of the
Nakba in the text books of the Arab school system.15
These steps compromise the basic freedoms of
Palestinian citizens and their descendents, who
experienced the Nakba, paid a heavy price for it and
consider it as part of their tragic recent past. Many of
them compare the right given to Jewish citizens to
commemorate the destruction of the first and second
temples thousands of years ago with the denial of
Palestinians to commemorate a catastrophic event
that occurred only sixty two years ago.
These developments in state-minority relations in
Israel, which actively target the minority on ethnonational grounds, appear to be known to EU officials
in Israel and in Brussels. Although they are on the
agenda and appear in EU documents, they do not
seem to seriously influence EU-Israel relations.
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EU-Israel Relations and Minority Rights
The efforts made by EU and Israeli officials that
promote “shared values” and the provisions of the
Action Plan overlook the discriminatory legislation
and practices that stand in clear contradiction to the
EU normative policies. Whereas Israeli officials tend
to reduce the importance of this factor, EU officials
insist on giving it some space, albeit modest, in its
reports. EU’s 2004 Country Report on Israel referred
to the secondary status of the Arab-Palestinian
citizens of Israel and mentioned the discriminatory
legislation and policies against the minority.16 The
report states clearly “[a]lthough the Declaration of
Independence proclaims equality for citizens, Israeli
legislation contains laws and regulations that favour
the Jewish majority. In this respect, the UNHRC
expressed its concern, in its conclusions on Israel’s
implementation of the “International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights”, about the adoption in July
2003 of the “Citizenship and Entry into Israel” Law, in
particular, the potentially discriminatory nature of its
provisions. As highlighted by an Israeli Commission
report presented in 2003 (“Or Commission”), the Arab
minority also suffers from discrimination in many
areas including budget allocations, official planning,
employment, education and health.”17
A similar language is used in the Progress Report of
2007, which states “The promotion and protection of
the Israeli Arab minority did not advance significantly
during the reporting period, particularly in areas
like land allocation, housing, planning, economic
development, investment in social infrastructure
and justice. A number of initiatives were launched
in the field of justice and education but results were
limited. The Arab education system continued to lag
behind Jewish education. A clear strategy for land
allocation to Israeli Arabs remains to be adopted.”18
The Progress Report of 2008 cautiously mirrors the
deterioration in the situation of the Arab minority
indicating several setbacks. The Report indicates
that “Overall, the promotion and protection of the
Israeli Arab minority remained unsatisfactory during
the reporting period, particularly in areas like land
allocation, housing, planning, economic development,
investment in social infrastructure and justice.”19
The Report indicates problems faced by Bedouins
in the unrecognized Arab villages, especially the

continuation of the demolition of houses. It also refers
to the decision of the Central Elections Committee
in early January 2009 to ban two Arab parties from
participation in the 2009 parliamentary elections.
The Report indicates that this decision “was a step
backwards”, but acknowledges that this decision was
overturned by the Israeli High Court only a week later.
The Report also notes the arrest of over 700 Arab
Israelis, including over 200 minors, demonstrating
against Israeli military operation in Gaza in December
2008 and January 2009.

discriminatory policy is not a result of an administrative
or legal failure, but is rather inherently related to their
Palestinian identity and Israeli plans to secure Israel
as an ethnic Jewish state.20 The lack of EU recognition
of such claims reflects an implicit agreement with the
official Israeli position on this topic. EU documents
and policies assume that the discrimination against
the Arab minority in Israel is a temporary deviation
from the earnest democratic values of the state and
result from bureaucratic and administrative misdeeds
that ought to and will be fixed.

These statements, which are cautiously and generally
formulated, reflect the awareness of EU institutions of
the lack of progress and even the deterioration in Israeli
policies towards the Arab minority. Nevertheless, it
seems that this issue, which stands in clear and
direct contradiction with the normative aspirations
of the EU, does not go beyond mere statements.
Although Israeli policies towards the Arab minority
have been increasingly detrimental, as indicated by
the Progress Report of 2008, the ambiguous language
used by the Reports remains the rule. The legislative
initiatives of the Netanyahu-Liberman government,
which continue in the same direction and could be
summed up by the “hollowing out” of Arab citizenship
and the striping of Arab political participation from
impact seems not to seriously influence EU-Israel
relations or even change the ambiguous language
used in EU documents in regard to state-minority
relations inside Israel.

This understanding has major repercussions when
examined from the perspective of EU-Israeli economic
and financial cooperation. In its 2007-2013 Strategy
Paper for Israel, the EU states clearly that the principal
objective of EU-Israel cooperation is “to develop an
increasingly close relationship between the EU and
Israel, going beyond previous levels of cooperation,
including a significant level of economic integration,
and a deepening of political cooperation including
in the area of foreign and security policy and in the
resolution of the Middle East conflict and on human
rights issues, on the basis of the EU-Israel Action
Plan.”21 Within this framework, the EU expresses its
intention to extend financial support to Israel under
the new European Neighbourhood and Partnership
Instrument (ENPI), which has been established to
provide assistance for the development of regional
prosperity and good neighbourliness involving the
EU and partner countries covered by the ENP.

The EU documentation of Israeli policies towards the
Arab minority reflect EU acceptance of the Israeli
position that the Palestinians inside Israel are an
internal Israeli affair that has been and should remain
separated from the larger Palestinian problem. EU
documents are based on a two-state solution of
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, rendering the status
of the Arab minority in Israel as an internal Israeli
affair, entirely separated from the larger Palestinian
problem. This EU position entails the understanding
that the problems faced by the Palestinians in Israel
ought to be solved based on their citizenship status
and in accordance to the shared principles between
the EU and Israel, stated in the Action Plan of 2004.
This understanding stands in clear contrast with
the position of the political representatives of the
Arab minority and its civil and intellectual elite,
which make the assertion that the systematic Israeli

Most of the cooperative activities between the EU and
Israel are run on the official level. They are usually
carried out by official or semi-official institutions,
such as Israeli think-tanks, representative bodies,
and universities. Arab Israeli representation in these
institutions is very minimal. Therefore, the benefits
gained from EU-Israel cooperation mostly exclude
the Arab-Palestinian minority, which does not have
internal well-developed social, political and cultural
institutions that enable it to equally compete with
Israeli institution. Arab civil society organizations and
Arab academics, although having some support from
EU resources, do not have the human resources
and the logistical capacities to compete with wellestablished Israeli institutions. When Arab needs are
addressed from within leading official, semi-official
or unofficial Israeli institutions they are normally
marginalized since Israeli internal considerations are
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ethnically determined. This is true in institutions such
as universities, where the number of Arab academics
is very marginal, although support is acquired in the
6th and 7th Framework Research Program of the EU,
which could have been utilized to promote equality
and meet the values central to the EU.
This is also true in the field of civil society. In this field,
Arab NGOs have to compete with well-developed and
very sophisticated Jewish NGOs, especially those that
patronize Arab society and its problems, win financial
support in the name of promoting Arab interests or
answering Arab needs and thereby determine the
priorities that ought to be dominant in Arab society.
The Arab minority is treated as Israeli when it comes
to entitlement criteria, something that deepens its
second class status when it comes to allocation of
official, semi-official and unofficial resources.
Despite the positive intentions and efforts made by
the EU Commission to protect the human rights of
the Arab minority in Israel, this minority does not have
special treatment in EU-Israel bilateral negotiations
on the policy making level. It is imprisoned within
the more complex Israeli-EU relations, which are
predominantly official and focus on economics. The
fact that the European Commission acknowledges
the secondary status of the Arab minority and that
Arab non-governmental organizations compete for
resources in the EU institutions and manage to win
some support, does not reflect any special treatment
or grant any special status to this minority, whose
problems cannot be resolved based on the current
Israeli legal system. The EU does not recognize
that Arab citizens in Israel are not only discriminated
before the law, but also in the law. The EU does not
recognize the structural tension between the exclusive
ethnic character and policies of the state and the
secondary status of the Arab minority. It does not
constructively suggest policy to help Israel meet its
declared shared values with the EU. The EU does
not even offer any special affirmative programs that
enable Arab institutions and individuals to compete
equally for EU resources.22
The lack of special attention to these issues
demonstrates the gap between the active declarative
policies of the EU on human and minority rights
and the practical policies adopted vis-à-vis specific
states or minorities. This gap is reflected in the
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vague language adopted in the Action Plan and
in later documents, such as the Country Report
and the Progress Report, on the envisaged political
cooperation between the two sides. This ambiguity
enables maintaining diplomatic dialogue between the
EU and Israel, as the decisive force to determine the
nature of the relationship between the two sides. This
is particularly problematic as Arab representation is
nonexistent, since the number of Arabs in the Israeli
civil administration and in governmental offices is
marginal. Arabs in Israeli governmental offices, tend
not have much influence on policy. The attempts of
Arab non-governmental organizations to advocate
the viewpoint of the Arab minority, have not gone
beyond forcing Israeli officials to give clarifications
and explanations on Israeli policies and practices.
The open diplomatic channels between the two
sides enable the EU to continue to play some role
in the Middle East peace process, but render its
influence on internal Israeli policies as marginal.
Given the advanced economic ties between Israel
and the EU and given Israeli ability to utilize the
differences between various EU states for its own
benefit, especially after the last two enlargements of
the Union, the vague language of the Action Plan form
an avenue for gaps between the declared normative
policies of the EU and its policies on the ground.
The efforts made recently to accommodate some
Arab demands and open informal communication
channels with local Arab NGOs have been met
with constructive proposals within EU institutions
in Brussels. However, there are countering efforts
made by official representatives of the Israeli state
and semi-official Israeli NGOs that seek to block
such developments. There is much Israeli, official
and semi-official, efforts to lobby EU institutions in
order to reduce or even prevent European support
to what are by them considered to be critical and
radical NGOs. These efforts particularly target Arab
and Jewish human rights organizations that unveil
Israeli violations of human rights in the Occupied
Palestinian Territories and within Israel and accuse
the NGO’s of harming EU-Israel relations.23 The
last few years have witnessed increasing efforts
to delegitimize such NGOs and block their access
to financial resources. The Netanyahu-Liberman
government has turned these efforts into one of
the main goals of its foreign policy and therefore

member states of the EU are continuously lobbied
to consider human rights organizations as political
ones, whose main aim incitement against Israel.24

Conclusion
EU-Israeli relations underwent serious changes since
they were formalized in mid-1970. These relations
could be characterized as intensive, stable and
mutually beneficial. Although during tense military
situations, especially during the second Palestinian
Intifada in the years 2000-2003 and during the war
in Gaza in winter 2009, these relations experienced
setbacks and intentions to upgrade them were
delayed, one could generalize that these relations
are constantly improving.
Successive Israeli governments have managed to
separate the economic from the political relationship
with the EU. The political relationship has been
delicate and could be characterized as based on
mutual constructive ambiguity. The EU avoided
criticizing Israel for not meeting what has been
vaguely defined as shared values. When it comes
to the economic dimensions, this relationship has
reached new peaks in the last few years. The EU
is ranked the first market of Israeli imports and the
second for Israeli exports. EU-Israel bilateral trade
has been based on Israeli trade deficit vis-à-vis the
EU, making this relationship very profitable for EU
member states and indispensable for Israel. Both
sides manage to extract the best benefits possible
from this economic relationship.

the intensive EU-Israel relations. This is especially
true when the resources provided by the EU are
channeled through official state agencies.
The EU has not yet utilized its economic centrality
to enhance clear normative values central to its
self-image in Israel. The EU’s ambiguous stands
and policies lead to the indirect normalization of the
secondary status of underprivileged Arab minority
in Israel. The ongoing EU-Israel political dialogue
establishes the dominant Israeli position that the
discrimination against the Arab minority is not a
result of an institutionalized discriminatory system,
but rather a result of an administrative deviation that
ought and will be fixed in the future. This position is
not sufficient toward democratization of Israeli polity
and the establishment of basic values of freedom
and equality as constitutional values of the state.
Recent efforts made by official and semi-official Israeli
agencies and NGOs to exert pressure on the EU to
either reduce EU support to critical organizations or
channel their support through official state institutions
have been damaging. These pressures lead to a
clear clash between EU normative policies and its
strategic and political interests. The mere indication of
the discriminative policies towards the Arab minority
in EU documents does not seem to stand up to the
normative role the EU seeks to play in the region.
The democratization of Israel and the establishment
of human rights as a basic universal constitutional
value system in it, is a genuine EU interest that
could be enhanced through the various negotiations
between the two sides and through an enhanced
conditionality between political and economic nexus.

However, when it comes to the impact of EU-Israel
relations on the internal Israeli arena, we clearly notice
that it does not manage to influence governmental
policies towards the Arab minority. This is especially
apparent when it comes to the recent legal and
administrative efforts to hollow out Arab citizenship
in Israel. This is also true in regard to the differential
distribution of economic benefits resulting from the
excellent integration of Israel in the EU economy,
technology and scientific fields. The ethnocratic
character of the Israeli state and its ethnically stratified
economy have instigated differential distribution of
benefits in these fields. The Arab minority, which is
clearly discriminated against, does not manage to
win a proportional share of the benefits gained from
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