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Israel was born a democracy.

The Declaration of the Establishment of the State of
Israel, signed on 14 May 1948 by members of the
National Council representing the Jewish community
in the country and the Zionist movement abroad, con-
stitutes the nation's credo: the historical imperatives of
Israel’s rebirth at that point in time; the framework of
a democratic Jewish state built on liberty, justice, and
peace, as envisaged by the Prophets of Israel; and the
call for good neighbourly relations with the surround-
ing Arab states, for the benefit of the entire region.

DECLARATION OF THE ESTABLISHMENT
OF THE STATE OF ISRAEL

ERETZ-ISRAEL (the Land of Israel) was the birthplace of
the Jewish people. Here their spiritual, religious and politi-
cal identity was shaped. Here they first attained to state-
hood, created cultural values of national and universal signi-
ficance and gave to the world the eternal Book of Books.
..Jews strove in every successive generation to re-establish
themselves in their ancient homeland...they made deserts
bloom, revived the Hebrew language, built villages and
towns, and created a thriving community, controlling its
own economy and culture, loving peace but knowing how
to defend itself....

THE STATE OF ISRAEL...will foster the development of
the country for the benefit of all its inhabitants; it will be
based on freedom, justice and peace as envisaged by the
pmfhc-rs of Israel; it will ensure complete equality of social
and political rights to all its inhabitants irrespective of reli-
gion, race or sex; it will guarantee freedom of religion, con-
science, language, education and culture; it will safeguard
the Holy Places of all religions; and it will be faithful to the
principles of the Charter of the United Nations.

WE EXTEND our hand to all neighbouring states and their
peoples in an offer of peace and good neigfborliness, and
appeal to them to establish bonds of cooperation and mutual
help with the sovereign Jewish people settled in its own
land. The State of Israel is prepared to do its share in a
common effort for the advancement of the entire Middle
Fast....
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Israel’s political system evolved from the democrati-
cally elected institutions set up during the time of the
British Mandate (1920-1948).

The Vaad Leumi (National Council) was an elected
body established in 1920 to represent the country's
Jewish community. It derived its legal status from a
mandatory statute that granted autonomy to each
major religious community in its own internal affairs,
as well as jurisdiction over matters of personal status
(e.g. marriage and divorce, ). Following the establish-
ment of the state, the functions of this institution were
taken over by various government ministries and the
religious courts.

The Jewish Agency was set up in 1929, in accordance
with the provisions of the British Mandate to advise
and cooperate with the British authorities in rebuilding
the Jewish national home. A system of proportional
representation enabled both political parties within the




Zionist movement and other Jewish organizations to
take part in its decisions. Today the Jewish Agency,
together with Zionist organizations abroad and relevant
agencies in Israel, is charged with functions that focus
mainly on immigration, Jewish education abroad, and
some development projects in Israel.

CITIZENSHIP

To give legal expression to the basic tenets of
Zionism, which call for the renewal of Jewish
national life in the Land of Israel and the
“ingathering of the exiles", the Law of Return
(1950) was enacted. This law grants every Jew
the right to return to Israel, ‘znd upon entry,
automatically ac quire citizenship, unless he
desires otherwise.

Citizenship may also be acquired through
naturalization.




In Israel, diversity is the rule rather than the exception.
Over 50 percent of the population is native-born: most
first and second generation; some descendants of fami-
lies in the country for generations; the rest come from
countries the world over. The people of Israel are Jews
(82.5%), Moslems (13.5%), Christians (2.5%), and oth-
ers (1.5%); devout and secular; speakers of Hebrew,
Arabic, and dozens of other languages; individuals of
Middle Eastern, European, American, African, and
Asian cultural backgrounds, with varying political
experiences and outlooks. All are equal under the law
and share the same civil and human rights.

Freedom of the press is a basic tenet, as are the rights
of free speech and assembly. Within the framework of

the country’s political system, aims are promoted by
persuasion, education, and legislation — a process that
is not without tension, conflict and periodic flare-ups.
The search for acceptable balances between different
interests and outlooks is a continuing process.
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Among Jews, both the secular-oriented majority and
the religiously observant minority try by political
means to further their aims. The extreme members of
each group advocate respectively complete separation
of religion and state, and the application of religious
law in all spheres of jurisdiction. When these factions
try to imprint their philosophies on everyday life,
clashes sometimes occur. Still, the majority of Jews in
Israel, both secular and religious, prefer to see com-
mon interests prcvail over extreme (lis;)aril)" and
therefore compromise is generally reached.

Arab citizens make up the largt‘st portion of Israel’s

non-Jewish minority. The Declaration of the Estab-
10 lishment of the State of Israel called upon them “'to

. .




play their part in building the state on the basis of full
and equal citizenship and due representation in all its
institutions.” Since then, the Arab citizens of Israel
have gradually entered the country’s cultural, academic
and political life. They are active in all political parties
from the right to the left, but the majority have voted
for mainstream political parties, thus showing prag-
matic inclinations as well as identification with the
state. They also have strong ethnic and cultural links,
as well as hmll\ ties, with the Arab world, part of
which is still in a state of war with Israel. The affinity
of some Israeli Arabs with elements hostile to Israel
breeds unease among the Jewish population. Efforts are
being made to ameliorate these tensions and to pro-
mote Jewish-Arab co-existence.




Israel is a parliamentary democracy consisting of legis-
lative, executive and judicial branches. It is based on
the principle of separation of powers, with checks and
balances, in which the executive branch (the Govern-
ment) is subject to the confidence of the legislative
branch (the Knesset) and the absolute independence of
the judiciary is guaranteed by law. The President is the
Head of State, his office c»mhollzes the unity of the
state, above and beyond partisan politics.

THE PRESIDENCY

The President, in Hebrew the Nasi, bears the ancient
title of the head of the Sanhedrin, the assembly of
ordained Jewish scholars which was both Supreme
Court and legislature until the fifth century CE.

Although presidential authority is limited, the office
carries high prestige. Presidential duties include calling
on a Knesset member to form a new government fol-
lowing elections or the resignation of the previous

Ambassador Monga Aundu

of Zaire presenting hi government; accepting the credentials of foreign
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Herzog (Top Right) envoys to Israel; signing treaties and laws adopted by
Srahacdor Rasiiiy of the Knesset; appointing — on recommendation of the
Fnp conve on with . . . ~

Presient Hersogand appropriate bodies — judges, the Governor of the
Secretary of the Bank of Israel, and the heads of Israel’s diplomatic mis-
Government, Flvakim . . . .

Rubinstean (Bottom Right) sions abroad; pardoning prisoners and commuting

sentences, on advice of the Minister of Justice.

The President, who may serve two consecutive terms,
is elected every five years by a simple majority of the
Knesset, from among candidates nominated on the
basis of their personal stature and contribution to the
state.

ISRAEL'S PRESIDENTS TO DATE:

Chaim Weizmann (1949-52), Zionist statesman
and world-renowned scientist;

Yitzchak Ben-Zvi (1952-63), pioneer and
researcher of ancient Jewish communities;

Zalman Shazar (1963-73), scholar, historian,
author and poet;

Ephraim Katzir (1973-78), internationally
respected biochemist;

Yitzchak Navon (1978-83), educator and author;

Chaim Herzog (1983-88, 1988- ), lawyer,
general, diplomat and author;

e







THE KNESSET

Israel’s parliament is the Knesset, a unicameral house,
which took its name and fixed its membership at 120
from the Knesset Hagedolah (Great Assembly), the
representative Jew ish body convened in Jerusalem by
Ezra and Nehemiah in the Sth century BCE.

The Knesset's function is to legislate and to oversee the
working of the Government. It operates in plenary ses-
sions and through ten standing committees, each deal-
ing with a specific aspect of the country’s affairs.
Knesset debates are conducted in Hebrew, but
members may speak in Arabic, Israel’s other official
language. Simultaneous translation is available in both
languages.

In plenary sessions, general debates are conducted on
Government policy and activity, as well as on
members’ bills and legislative pmposals submitted by
the Government. To buuma law, a bill must pass
three readings in the Knestet: after the first reading, it

_—n




is passed to the appropriate committee for discussion;
at the second, it is reviewed in plenary session; at the
third, a final vote is taken. the Pr mdnm Prime Minis-
ter, and the ministers concerned sign the bill into law.

In 1951 the Knesset decided that the constitution of
Israel will consist of a number of ““Basic Laws”. Basic
Laws have been passed on the Presidency, the Knesset,
the Government, the Judicature, the State Comp-
troller, the Army, State Lands, the Economy, and Jer-
usalem, Capital of Israel. A “bill of rights” is now
under consideration in a Knesset committee, and will,
when promulgated, complete the Constitution.

ELECTIONS

The Knesset is elected every four years, but may dis-
solve itself and call for new elections before the end of
its term. Elections to the Knesset are universal, coun-
trywide, secret and proportional. Every citizen s eligi-
ble to vote from age 18, and to be elected from age 21.
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Prior to elections, each party presents its list of candi-
dates and its platform. Parties represented in the outgo-
ing Knesset are automatically eligible to stand for re-
election. Additional parties may stand for election,
provided that they obtain the signatures of 1,500 eligi-
ble voters and deposnt a bond, which is refunded if they
succeed in receiving at least one percent of the national
vote, entitling them to one Knesset seat.

A Treasury allocation for each Knesset member is
granted to each party represented in the outgoing
Knesset, in order to wage their election campaign.
New parties receive a similar allocation retroactively
for each Knesset member they actually elect. The State
Comptroller reviews the disbursement of all campaign
expenditures.

W The President, the State Comptroller, judges and other
senior public officials, as well as the Chief-of-Staff and
other high-ranking army officers, are disqualified from
presenting their candidacy for the Knesset, unless they
have resigned their positions by a specified date prior
to the elections.

WA central elections committee, headed by a justice of
the Supreme Court and including representatives of the
parties holding seats in the Knesset, is responsible for
conducting the elections.

M On election day, each voter casts a ballot for one party
— its list of candidates and its platform as a whole,
having been presented prior to the election. The entire
country is a single electoral constituency, and Knesset
seats are assigned in proportion to each party’s percen-
tage of the total national vote. Knesset seats are allo-
cated according to the sequence in which the candi-
dates appear on their respective party lists.

W Ever since the establishment of Israel, a large number
of small parties, in addition to the two major blocs (the
Alignment and the Likud), have received representa-
tion in the Knesset, thus ensuring a wide spectrum of
political views in the Knesset.

W Until the new Knesset is formally constituted, full
authority remains with the outgoing one.







The official emblem of the
Sate of Israel is th
menorah, the seven
branched candelabra
whose shape is said to have
originated from the plant
(photo on right) known in
antiquity by the name of
moriah. The olive
branches surrounding the
menorah represent the
Jewish people’s yearning
f"f[‘('.h v

THE GOVERNMENT

The Government is headed by the Prime Minister. The
number of ministers, most of whom hold specific port-
folios, is not fixed and may change from Government
to Government. Although the Prime Minister must be
a Knesset member, the ministers need not be, but usu-
ally are. The Government, whose policy-making pow-
ers are very wide, is collectively responsible to the
Knesset and subject to its confidence.

Following each election, the President calls on a
Knesset member, usually the leader of the party with
the largest Knesset representation, to form a Govern-
ment and to head it. He has 21 days to complete the
task, and, should he fail, he may receive an extension
or the President may turn to another Knesset member.
This procedure may be repeated as many times as
necessary, until a Government can be formed.
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Since the Government requires the Knesset’s confi-
dence to function, it must enjoy the support of at least
61 of its 120 members. To date, no party has received
enough Knesset seats to be able to form a Government
by itself; thus, all Israeli governments have been based
on coalitions between two or more parties, with those
remaining outside the Government making up the
Opposition. The coalition is based on an agreement
between the parties that make up the Government,
defining common policy goals and the principles which
are to guide its activities. The coalition agreement is
not a legally binding document.

The Government usually serves for four years, but its
term of office may be shortened by the resignation or
death of the Prime Minister, or a vote of no-confidence
by the Knesset.
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THE JUDICIARY

The Judiciary is entirely independent: judges are
appointed by the President upon nomination by a
committee in which the bench and the bar, the legisla-
ture and the executive are represented, and the jurists
always have the majority. They are appointed for life,
with retirement mandator\‘ at age 70.

The hierarchy of the courts is comprised of magis-
trates’ courts (including also municipal, traffic and
juvenile courts); district courts which have appelate
jurisdiction over magistrates and original jurisdiction in
more important civil and criminal cases; and the
Supreme Court, with ultimate appelate jurisdiction as
well as original jurisdiction in petitions for orders
against the Government and its ministers and all public
officers and agencies.

[n matters of marriage and divorce, exclusive jurisdic-
tion is vested in religious courts: rabbinical courts for
Jews, sharia courts for Moslems and Druze, ecclesiasti-
cal courts for Christians. All these courts apply their
own religious law. The Supreme Court will, by order
of prohibition, prevent them from exceeding their
jurisdiction.

The body of law that Israel adopted upon attaining
lndepcndenw consisted of laws of the Ottoman
Empire, which ruled the region until 1917, British
Mandatory laws (1920-48) and religious laws, insofar as
each was consistent with the provisions of the Declara-
tion of the Establishment of the State of Israel. Since
then, Israel has revised a number of old laws and intro-
duced new ones to meet the needs of its rapidly deve-
loping, modern society.

¥ Although legislative competence is wholly within the

Knesset, the Supreme Court can and does call atten-
tion to the desirability of legislative changes, and the
High Court of Justice has authority to determine
whether a law properly conforms with the Basic Laws
of the state.







Pending the promulgation of the bill of rights, the
\'uprcmc Court has, by exercising its jurisdiction when-
ever “‘justice r(qmrcd a remedy to be given,”” laid
down and implemented all the ‘fundamental civil and
human rights. The situation is similar to that in the
United Kingdom, where all constitutional rights are
derived from conventions and usages which are not
lcgislatcd.

The chief law officer of the state, the Attorney-
General, is appointed by the Cabinet on nomination of




the Minister of Justice. He performs the functions of

legal advisor to the Government, legal draftsman of all
bills proposed by the Government to the Knesset, and
the representative of the State before all courts. He is
administratively, but not professionally, subordinated

to the Minister of Justice who is a politician represent-
ing his party in the Government. The separate office of
Attorney-General was created in order to ensure that
the Government receives independent non-political
advice and representation.




LOCAL GOVERNMENT

The local government system in Israel is based on that
which was in force during the British Mandate. With
funding that includes government grants and domestic
taxes, local government provides vital services such as
water supply, drainage, roads, sanitation, fire brigades,
parks, sports and cultural facilities. Health, education
and social welfare services, provided by local govern-
ment, are mostly financed by the national government.
Local tax rates, budgets and by-laws are subject to the
approval of the Ministry of the Interior.

Israel has 40 municipalities, three Arab; 137 local
councils, 60 Arab; and 54 regional councils, one
Druze. Municipal and local councils are chosen in elec-
tions on the basis of proportional representation (like
those for the Knesset), while mayors and heads of local
councils are elected by direct vote, sometimes on local
rather than national lists. All serve five-year terms.
Heads of regional councils are chosen from among the
chairmen of the committees of each rural or urban
community in the region.

Permanent residents who are not Israeli citizens may
also vote in local elections.
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Under the command of an Inspector-General, the Israel
Police is the national law enforcement organization,
with headquarters in Jerusalem. The Minister of Police
is responsible for the police on hehalf of the
(Government.

Two special units within the police have been estab-

lished in order to guard the cease-fire lines against ter-
rorist infiltration (The Border Police) and combat ter-
rorism (The Special Anti-Terrorist Unit). Other units
are responsible for the maintenance of law and order.

Under the aegis of the Police, a Civil Guard made up
of thousands of volunteers, from high school youth to
senior citizens, throughout the country, was organized
to help prevent possible terrorist attacks.

STATE COMPTROLLER

In 1949 the Knesset established, under its
aegis, the Office of the State Comptroller to
superv ise the activities of the Government, the
ministries, local authorities, government corpo-
rations and other bodies, if the Government or
the Knesset so desires. Its annual report is pub-
lished and presented to the Knesset. The State
Comptroller also serves as ombudsman, dealing
with the public’s complamts against any institu-
tion of the State. He is elected by the Knesset
by secret ballot for a five-year term, and may be
reelected once.
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The IDF (Israel Defence Forces) is under a unified
command of land, air and sea forces. It is subject to the
authority of the Government and carries out its policy.
The minister in charge of the IDF on behalf of the
Government is the Minister of Defence, who is a civ-
ilian and a politician. A special ministerial committee
headed by the Prime Minister deals with security
matters.

Service in Israel’s armed forces is mandatory. All eligi-
ble men and women are drafted at age 18 — men for
three years and women for two, with men liable for
reserve duty till age 55 and women to age 24. Israeli
Arabs are not required to serve in the IDF, but may
volunteer; Druze and Circassian men have been
drafted into the army since 1957, at their commu-
nities’ request.




The IDF is composed of a small standing army (a cadre
of career officers and N.C.0."s as well as men and
women draftees), and reserve officers. The reserve
forces, which make up the bulk of IDF manpower, are
regularly called up for training and service. Thus, the
IDF is a citizen's army, with those in and out of uni-
form virtually interchangable.

While the IDF's primary task is to defend the country,
it is also responsive to the needs of the society at large.
Over the years, it has assumed a variety of national-
social functions. The IDF helps in the absorption of
new immigrants, the upgrading of soldiers’ educational
levels, the supplying of teachers to development areas
and the operation of many other projects that focus on
society’s areas of greatest need. Thus the IDF has
become a vital agent of integration, education and
socialization in Israeli society.
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Israelis are a politically conscious people, reflecting a
wide range of outlooks and beliefs. The country’s poli-
tical life is characterized by a proliferation of political
parties, with two dominant political blocs: the Align-
ment, made up of social-democratic liberal elements,
and the Likud, made up of right-wing and faissez-faire
political elements. The two major blocs, similar in size,
control altogether about two thirds of the Knesset.

Most of Israel's political parties represent fundamental
ideological philosophies or religious convictions; some
have been established in response to national chal-
lenges or particular issues; others have emerged to
represent special interest groups. Splits and mergers,
often based on ideological issues, occur frequently on
Israel’s parliamentary scene.

The absence of direct representation and the multipli-
city of splinter parties, resulting from the electoral sys-
tem of nationwide proportional representation with a
1% qualifying threshold, have caused concern among
Israelis. Electoral reform has been raised as one possi-
ble solution to these problems.

The democratic tradition of a free press is an integral
part of Israeli society. Newspapers are owned either by
political parties or private enterprises, and both radio
and television are supervised by the Israel Broadcasting
Authority, an independent public body. Israel’s nearly
thirty regular newspapers (in more than ten languages),
as well as its radio and television broadcasts, present
not only local and international news, in the best tradi-
tion of investigative journalism, but also a wide variety
of opinion. Military and security matters only are sub-
ject to censorship; restrictions are seldom applied.

Listening to hourly radio bulletins, viewing nightly tele-
vision news broadcasts, and reading one or more news-
papers are part of most Israelis daily routine. This con-
stant flow of information and views generates free and

open debate on local, national, and international issues.
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