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January 18, 2015 

Merav Kristal 

New signs at bus stops: not in Arabic 

Sikkuy has received complaints: The new signs posted at bus stops all over 

the country present the information about the bus lines in Hebrew only, even 

in Arab communities. The Transport Ministry: "Translation of the entire 

database into Arabic will be concluded in mid-2015 and then will be integrated 

into all the information systems, including static and electronic signs." 

Complaint: Why don't the new signs posted by the Transportation Ministry at 

bus stops all over the country include information in Arabic in places where it's 

relevant, i.e. in Arab or mixed communities? 

 

Bus stop information in Rameh in Hebrew only 

 

The users: School-age children and the elderly who have difficulty with 

Hebrew 

Abed Kanaaneh, a resident of Arabe, told Ynet: "They built bus stops in the 

community, which is nice, and two months ago they started to post new signs 

that tell about the bus line and describe all the stops on the route. Everything 
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is fine, except that all the information is in Hebrew, there isn't a word in Arabic, 

and that's inside the community. Even the names of the neighborhoods follow 

the Hebrew pronunciation." 

Abed speaks fluent Hebrew, but claims that most of those who use public 

transportation have difficulty with the language. "Usually those who use public 

transportation are schoolchildren, for whom Hebrew is not a resource that can 

be used easily," he claims. "Another population that frequently uses this 

transportation is the elderly, who also have a problem with the language. And 

it's also a matter of principle: Even if I read and speak Hebrew, I want the 

signs inside the community to be in Arabic as well."  

Sikkuy: "The disregard of Arabic is surprising" 

Sikkuy– the Association for the Advancement of Civic Equality, whose 

objective is to promote civic equality between Jews and Arabs in Israel, turned 

to Ynet after receiving similar complaints from Arab citizens about the signs, 

which for them are deficient.  "In recent months the Transport Ministry has 

begun a comprehensive nationwide campaign to replace and renew all the 

signs at bus stops all over the country. That includes an innovative and 

specially designed format that is meant to provide uniformity in all the bus 

stop signs in the country and to present a cleaner and clearer appearance," 

they said. 

"This is an appropriate and important step, but surprisingly, in recent days it 

transpires that it totally ignores Arabic. Even in totally Arab communities, 

where 100 percent of the residents are Arabic speakers, the signs are in 

Hebrew only." 

The members of Sikkuy, which is trying to make Arabic accessible in the 

public space, have turned to the Transport Ministry several times in the past 

to emphasis the necessity of posting signs in Arabic alongside Hebrew 

everywhere in the country. Sikkuy representatives were even told that there is 

a format for signs in the two languages, which could be used at the bus stops. 

As we know, Arabic is an official language in Israel. Its absence from signs is 

in contradiction to that, and to the law prohibiting discrimination in goods and 

services. Members of Sikkuy were surprised and disappointed to discover that 

even in a comprehensive and expensive project it wasn't considered 

necessary to invest thought and money in order to add Arabic. In recent 

weeks the Sikkuy offices have received complaints from residents regarding 

the disregard of Arabic on the new signs. 

"The even greater absurdity that hides behind this problematic step is that 

only a few weeks ago the government announced another aspect of a broad 

move to improve public transportation in Arab communities. Last month's 
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government decision specifically noted that we have to close the gap between 

the quality of public transportation services in Arab communities and that in 

Jewish communities, including translating information about public 

transportation into Arabic, so that the level of access to information in Arabic 

will be similar to that in Hebrew.” 

Parallel to Sikkuy's work, in recent weeks the Association for Civil Rights in 

Israel has turned to the Transport Ministry twice with a request that the 

posting of new signs be discontinued until information in Arabic is added. 

According to the response they received, the ministry intends to post signs in 

Arabic as well, but that is not really happening in the field, and the installation 

of the flawed signs continues. The ACRI does not dismiss the option of 

petitioning the High Court of Justice, if necessary. 

The High Court of Justice: Both languages must be used 

In the past, Adalah, The Legal Center for Minority Rights in Israel, petitioned 

the High Court of Justice on the subject of adding information in Arabic on 

urban signs within the jurisdiction of municipalities that include an Arab 

population. The court (by a majority composed of justices Aharon Barak and 

Dalia Dorner versus a minority opinion by Mishael Cheshin) ruled that a failure 

to use Arabic in municipal areas undermines freedom of language and the 

dignity of minorities. This despite the fact that the municipalities have no legal 

obligation to use Arabic on signs. 

In addition, because it was ruled that the legal status of Arabic in Israel stems 

from the 1922 Palestine Order in Council (a British Mandate law), which 

applies to the central government, although signs at bus stops are in the 

jurisdiction of local councils and municipalities they are the responsibility of 

the central government. In other words, it may be that the Transport Ministry, 

as a government ministry, should use both official languages in the State of 

Israel, certainly in areas of concentration of an Arabic-speaking population. 

On the other hand, it could be argued that Arabic is a second official language 

and that Arabic-speaking Israeli citizens are also supposed to know how to 

read the first official language: Hebrew. 

The Transport Ministry's reply: "At present the entire database for public 

transportation is being translated into Arabic. The project is scheduled to be 

completed in mid-2015 and will then be integrated into all the information 

systems, including static and electronic signs."  
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