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Still discriminated against 
 
The government is ignoring the Knesset’s legislation pertaining to the representation 
of Arabs in the civil service 
 
By Ali Haider 
 
During the past five years, the Knesset has passed two laws aimed at 
increasing the representation of Arab citizens in the civil service and on the 
boards of directors of government corporations. These laws reflect the 
recognition that there is no justification for the low proportion of Arab 
representation in government administration and that it is impossible to 
continue with the entrenched patterns of discrimination that exist today. 
 
At the beginning of 2004, the ministerial committee for Arab affairs, headed by 
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, set a goal that Arab citizens would comprise at 
least 8% of state employees by the beginning of 2007 and 10% by the end of 
2009. Pursuant to this goal, the ministerial committee set an interim target: by 
2005, Arabs would comprise 8% of new employees accepted into the civil 
service and 15% the following year. 
 
But decisions are one thing and actions are another: According to the Civil 
Service Commission’s annual report, Arabs comprised only 5.3% of the new 
employees hired in 2004, a percentage that is even less than their current 
representation. Some 90% of Arab workers in the civil service are employed 
in just six government ministries. About 56% of them work for the Health 
Ministry, including government hospitals. In the rest of the government 
ministries, the representation of Arabs is still marginal or negligible.  
 
Unlike most civil service workers, Arab citizens are mainly employed in jobs 
serving the Arab community or in positions that can only be filled by Arabs. 
Their absence is most obvious in important government ministries like the 
Industry, Trade and Labor Ministry, the Housing Ministry, the National 
Infrastructures Ministry, the Communications Ministry, the Finance Ministry, 
the Tourism Ministry and subordinate units such as the Public Works 
Department, Israel Lands Administration, Water Commission, and Firefighting 
and Rescue Commission. 
 
In May 2000, the Knesset approved an amendment to the Government 
Companies Law that promised suitable representation for the Arab population 
on the boards of directors of government companies. Three years later, the 
ministerial committee on Arab affairs decided that by August 2004 at least one 
Arab would serve on each of the 105 governmental boards of directors. Along 
with this government decision, the prime minister instructed the panel for 
vetting appointments to defer other appointments to the boards of directors as 



long as this condition was not fulfilled. Five years after the approval of this 
amendment and two years after the government decision and prime minister’s 
declaration, Arab directors comprise only 9% of the directors in government 
companies, including 10 Arab women, who constitute about 5% of all women 
directors. 
 
The significant gap between the declarations and actions creates the 
impression that the government does not really want to change the reality 
when it pertains to the rights of Arab citizens. It seems when the prime 
minister is determined to implement a certain matter, he creates the 
mechanisms, allocates budgets for them and makes sure that they “get to 
work” – as he did with the disengagement plan. But when it comes to the 
affairs of Arab citizens, the government makes promises and takes symbolic 
steps, but fails to provide an effective solution to the problem. 
 
The price is high: contempt for the law and government decisions; forgoing an 
entire group of professional personnel who could contribute to improving the 
quality of the public service; and intensifying the ongoing frustration among 
the Arab population in general and among those with academic degrees in 
particular in light of the many difficulties they encounter in seeking to translate 
their abilities and training into relevant employment.  
 
There is something that can be done: The direct and active involvement of the 
Prime Minister’s Office is needed. The structural and psychological barriers 
that make it difficult for Arab candidates to be accepted into the civil service 
should be examined and identified, with an emphasis on recruiting personnel 
for all of the government bodies and mechanisms for selecting new 
candidates. 
 
An additional essential step is to establish a commission for equality in 
employment whose operations, status and independence are anchored in law. 
Countries that have recognized the discrimination that exists against its 
minority groups have established this type of mechanism and its results are 
considerable. This type of commission was formed in Northern Ireland and 
focuses on eliminating discrimination, promoting equal opportunity and 
affirmative action.  
 
The author, an attorney, is the co-executive director of Sikkuy: The Association for 
the Advancement of Civic Equality, which directs a program for fair representation 
and affirmative action for Arab citizens in senior positions in the civil service and the 
private sector. 
 


