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AJCommittee guests hold controversial meeting 
with Umm al-Fahm mayor 
By Amiram Barkat, Haaretz Correspondent 

 

The art gallery in Umm al-Fahm served as the stage on Tuesday for an 
unprecedented meeting between guests from the American Jewish 
Committee, and a mayor who is identified with the northern branch of the 
Islamic Movement and known for boycotting Knesset elections. 
 
Umm al-Fahm Mayor Sheikh Hashem Abd al-Rahman and his Jewish 
colleague, Menashe regional council head Ilan Sadeh, hosted lunch for a 
group of non-Jewish politicians from the United States who were guests of the 
AJC, which advocates for Israel. The meeting was organized by Sikkuy, an 
Arab-Jewish non-profit organization working for equality for Israeli Arabs. 
 
The meeting raised some eyebrows among American Jewish leaders. An 
official in one of the large Jewish organizations said the group used to send 
similar delegations to an Israeli Arab town in the Triangle region, but halted 
the practice after an Islamic Movement member was chosen to head the 
town. 
 
In any case, neither Tuesday's meeting nor the trip that preceded it could be 
considered a typical "hasbara" (pro-Israel public relations) jaunt. The trip 
guides, who work for Sikkuy, told their guests about some of the most 
sensitive and difficult problems between Israel and its Arab minority. On the 
short trip between the well-tended single-family homes in the Jewish town of 
Katzir and the alleyways in the Arab town of Umm al-Fahm, the American 
politicians heard about the Qadan family, which cannot live in Katzir, despite a 
High Court of Justice ruling allowing them to do so. 
 
The guests were also told that Arab municipalities receive less funding than 
Jewish ones. They heard about the Israeli Arab riots of October 2000, during 
which 14 Israeli Arabs were killed by police fire, and about the Or Commission 
report on the riots and the conclusions that have yet to be implemented. 
 
Attorney Ali Haider, who co-heads Sikkuy, told the American politicians that 
Arab citizens in Israel aren't granted basic civil rights. As for the events of 
October 2000, he said simply, "As soon as the Palestinian citizens of Israel try 
to protest, the police kill them." 
 
Tzipi Barnea, the AJC official responsible for delegations, said she was not 
comfortable with some of the comments made during the trip, but said the 
bottom line was that these meetings work, and the AJC sees the results when 



the politicians return to the U.S. Barnea said many American minorities, 
including blacks and Hispanics, are interested in going on similar trips. 

Lena Taylor, a black senator from Wisconsin and one of the members of the 
delegation, didn’t hide from her sense of solidarity with the situation of the 
Arab Israelis.  “You are in the same situation as we are,” she told Sheikh 
Hashem Abd al-Rahman, when he complained that the Arabs of Israel are not 
represented on the bodies that have influence within Israeli society.  Yet when 
she exited the meeting she said that what most impressed her was the 
friendship between the Muslim Sheikh and his Jewish colleague: “I got the 
impression that there is real chemistry and cooperation between them and 
that it’s not just an act.” 

The Jewish Federation of Chicago in Illinois has invited the heads of Sikkuy to 
explain their organization’s activities to important donors in Chicago next 
month along with the Center for Jewish-Arab Economic Development and 
“Hand in Hand” that develops bi-lingual schools in Israel.  All three of these 
organizations maintain equal representation for Jewish and Arab-Israeli 
members.  Michael Kotzin, vice-president of the Jewish Federation believes 
that these visits are consistent with Israel’s interests.  “The bottom line is that 
people come out of these meetings with the feeling that there are indeed 
problems but that they are being dealt with.  This is a much more positive 
message than Israel’s enemies propagate.” 

Shlomo Gur, the former director-general of the Justice Ministry and a member 
of Sikkuy’s board of directors said that “the Arabs appeared on the American 
Jewish radar screen after the October riots.”  He says that there is a 
consensus that it is impossible to be involved with events in Israel without 
taking an interest in the Arabs.   

Until a few years ago only a few organizations received American Jewish 
funds for development in the Arab sector such as The Abraham Fund and The 
New Israel Fund which are perceived as identified with the left wing of 
American Jewry.  Recently, the Jewish federations have begun to fund 
projects for the non-Jewish public in Israel.  The chairman of the Jewish 
Agency, Ze’ev Bielski remarked that “The Jewish Agency sees itself as a body 
that is concerned with all the residents of Israel and will assist the non-Jewish 
populations of Israel whenever possible.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


