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Arab women want to go to work – but have no way to get there 

The government must quickly draw up a comprehensive plan to advance public 

transportation in all the Arab communities and to double and triple the budgets for the 

purpose 

Samah Alkhatib-Ayoub and Abed Kanaaneh 

In recent years the government has increasingly claimed that the engines of economic 

progress and growth are to be found in two main groups: Ultra-Orthodox men and Arab 

women. The government has decided to promote the employment of Arab women in order 

to engender economic momentum. Unfortunately, it is not doing everything in its power to 

achieve the goal quickly and efficiently. 

For years the prevailing opinion in the Jewish community, and especially among 

government officials, was that it was impossible to promote the employment of Arab women 

because of the Arab "mentality" and tradition. In recent years the government has started to 

invest in developing infrastructure and encouraging employment in Arab society.  

Despite the fact that the investment is insufficient, the result is that the employment rate 

among Arab women has steadily increased – from 16 percent in 2002 to 33 percent in 

2013, according to new data recently published by the Central Bureau of Statistics. This 

invalidates the claim that the mentality of Arab women prevents them from going out to 

work. Apparently the main problem was that the government was busy leveling false 

accusations against Arab society and Arab women, instead of developing an infrastructure 

that would enable them to go to work. 

Because the government began only recently to deal with the issue, it must act quickly and 

efficiently to close a long-term gap and eliminate discrimination. There must be a solution to 

the serious shortage of jobs in Arab communities, including the addition of industrial and 

employment zones. At the same time, it is essential to ensure that there is a basic 

infrastructure in Arab communities that will enable the women to go out to work: 

construction of day-care centers and the introduction of public transportation that would 

make it possible to get to places of employment outside the Arab communities. 

The public transportation situation in the Arab communities is very bad. Proof of this is the 

fact that despite the very difficult economic situation in these communities, the percentage 

of vehicles per family is higher than among the Jewish population. There is only one 

explanation for that: Today there is no real substitute for a car in Arab communities. In a 

family suffering from financial difficulties, even one vehicle is a financial burden.  
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In addition, the car is usually used by the man of the family – and then the woman has 

several options: to buy another car, with money that the average Arab family doesn't have; 

to use public transportation, which in many cases is nonexistent; or simply to stay home 

and take care of the children – which is what most Arab women have done for decades, for 

lack of choice.  Arab tradition should be found “not guilty” of the accusations leveled against 

it by government bodies. 

In recent years government officials have begun to understand the situation, and efforts are 

being made to promote public transportation in Arab communities. Designated budgets to 

close the gaps have begun to arrive. The government deserves praise for its decision of 

December 2014 to increase the rate of subsidies to public transportation in Arab 

communities and to engage in affirmative action regarding future budgets for these 

communities. Serious efforts are being made, but they are insufficient. The government is 

moving in the right direction, but too slowly. 

In order to bridge such a wide gap, the government should allocate additional manpower 

both in the Transport Ministry and in the Arab Local Authorities. It should also quickly draw 

up a comprehensive plan to advance public transportation in all the Arab communities and 

to double and triple the budgets for this purpose. Only in that way will we see the significant 

progress that we so desire. 

The same decision also referred to the need to make information about public 

transportation accessible to the Arab population in its own language. Unfortunately, despite 

that decision, the Transport Ministry recently began to post signs at public bus stops that 

provide excellent and detailed information for travelers, including a map of the stops. But 

unsurprisingly, the signs are once again only in Hebrew, not only in Jewish communities 

where the potential places of employment for the Arab population are located, such as Kfar 

Sava and Petah Tikvah, but also in Arab communities such as Nazareth, Tira and Sakhnin, 

and in mixed cities such as Tel Aviv-Jaffa. It makes no sense to try to encourage Arabs to 

use public transportation while providing information in Hebrew only. 

The lack of public transportation in the Arab communities not only makes employment for 

Arab women problematic, it also leaves Arab citizens with very limited ability to reach 

centers of employment, universities, colleges and cultural and social institutions. This 

means a physical and political severance of Arab citizens from Israeli society and 

infrastructure, and a mortal blow to the right of these citizens to become integrated into the 

job market and to bring about change, while perpetuating the existing gaps. 

The Israeli government has an obligation to allocate the necessary resources to close the 

decades-long gaps in this sphere. 
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