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INTRODUCTION 
 
Following the re-establishment of contact in 2010 between the EP and Knesset delegations, with two 
meetings in Israel and Brussels, a further meeting was agreed for 24-26 May 2011 in Israel. 
 
This meeting took place in a political context of renewed sensitivity in the wake of the impact on the 
region of the 'Arab Spring', the announced inter-Palestinian reconciliation and the positions taken by 
the international community on the peace process. 
 
Although the meeting of the Association Council held on 20 February 2011 confirmed that EU-Israel 
relations are continuing in the right direction, tensions visibly rose on the UN Security Council, with 
the US finding itself obliged to veto a draft resolution condemning the continuation of the 
settlements in the West Bank and Jerusalem. 
 
President Obama's much-awaited response was highly significant. On 19 May, he expressed his 
support for a Palestinian state based on the 1967 borders. He added, however, the rider that 
'symbolic actions aimed at isolating the Israeli state will not lead to an independent Palestinian state'.  
 
The Israeli prime minister's reaction was expected for 24 May, when he was due to address the US 
Congress. The delegation was therefore prepared for a heated live debate coinciding with that visit. 
 
The delegation was to have consisted of nine members. However, following last-minute withdrawals 
its final membership was: Bastiaan Belder (chair); Rosa Gräfin von Thun (PPE, PL); Agnes Hankiss 
(PPE, HU); Filip Kaczmarek (PPE, PL); Frédérique Ries (ALDE, BE): and Morten Messerschmidt (EFD, 
DK). 
 
The programme, prepared with the support of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Knesset, 
comprised five aspects: the political, social, economic, environmental and cultural, thus guaranteeing 
three intensive days of work.  
 
 
 
I.  AN ESCALATING POLITICAL SCENARIO 
 
There was every opportunity to discuss the political situation, both internally in  
Israel and in the wider region, with a briefing by Ambassador Andrew Standley, head of the EU 
mission in Tel Aviv, a day spent at the Knesset with numerous speeches, and informal conversations 
with a political journalist, a representative of the Israeli employers' association and a number of 
NGOs. 
 
a)  Detailed briefing  
  
Andrew Standley, the head of the EU mission in Tel Aviv, accompanied by his adviser Sandra de 
Waele, offered a detailed outline of the situation in Israel. 
 
He painted a picture of a prime minister solidly in charge of his coalition, despite the criticisms of 
Tzipi Livni, and willing to take on the US Congress and defend Israel's interests, while still manifesting 
openness to the 'Arab spring' and, in particular, the Egyptian neighbour. 
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The announced reconciliation with Hamas and Palestine's moves towards securing recognition by the 
UN as a state had triggered off a major international pressure initiative on Israel's part. 
 
The state of EU-Israel relations remains positive, despite a number of critical reactions from the EP: 
one may stress here the ACAA agreement.  
 
b)  Open dialogue with the Knesset members 
 
The chair of the Knesset delegation, Nachman Shai, had prepared a full and varied programme for 
the day, with some fifteen members of the Knesset (mostly from the Kadima party) and a number of 
external speakers. The 36th EP-Knesset interparliamentary meeting was thus fully up to expectations. 
 
- Two presentations were given on 'democracy in the Middle East', by Professor Elie Podeh of the 
University of Tel Aviv and Yacov Hadas-Handelsman, assistant director-general at the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and designated the next ambassador to the EU. A detailed debate followed on the 
democratic aspirations of the peoples of the wider region, in terms of both definition and effects. It 
was stated that Israel was prepared to encourage this movement but would need to feel in control of 
developments.  
 
Particular stress was laid on the risks associated with the reconciliation with Hamas: the 
representatives of the religious parties were especially concerned over this, emphasising that 'the 
fact of being elected does not mean someone is no longer dangerous'. Mr Belder said he was aware 
that shared democratic values can have their limits. This view was echoed by the other members of 
the EP delegation. The representatives of Kadima appeared to take a more relaxed view. 
 
- The Palestinian campaign for recognition as a state by the UN General Assembly in September 
2011 was looked on with the deepest reserves. 
 
Here too, opinion among the Knesset deputies was divided. The majority viewed it as 'a unilateral 
act', liable to jeopardise the peace process by forcing Israel into a corner for no good reason. An 
alternative position, expressed notably by the Labour members, was that Israel should negotiate with 
President Abbas 'before other forces start telling him what to do'. The strategy was to avoid the 
Palestinian proposal being put to the vote at the UN, via an active campaign to enlighten 
governments, especially those of EU Member States, in the hope of persuading them to adopt a 
position of 'benevolent neutrality'. This would be in line with a US position on the matter that left no 
room for doubt.  
 
Particularly to be noted were two hardline statements by individual Knesset members, who said 
respectively: 'The state of Israel was created to allow Jews to live together and in peace', and 'The 
elections in Palestine may not have been such a good idea'.   
 
Mr Belder, echoed on this point by Rosa Thun, Frédérique Ries and Agnès Hankiss, said that he  too 
was not convinced of the desirability of this 'unilateral' move at the UN.  
 
- On EU-Israel bilateral relations, Einat Wilf, a member of the Knesset's Committee on Foreign 
Affairs, stressed that it was not Israel's desire to be the only democracy in the region. She underlined 
that it was in both Israel's interest and that of the EU Member States to ensure implementation of 
the ACAA agreement, as well as of that on Israel's participation in Community programmes, both of 
which processes were still being blocked by the EP.  
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Einat Wilf also said she believed the EU Member States should locate their embassies in West 
Jerusalem.  
 
- On the subject of strategic relations in the wider region, the delegation was provided with a 
detailed overview by Jeremy Issacharoff, assistant director-general for strategy at the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. He stressed Israel's constant alertness towards its neighbours, including Egypt (its 
immediate neighbour and a leading voice in the Arab world), Iran (negotiations have resumed while 
the continuing threat is still fully recognised), Turkey (relations are expected to improve), Syria 
(whose instability is giving cause for concern) and Lebanon. Also important were relations with 
Korea. Practical aspects, including developments in weapons technology, were not to be neglected. 
 
- Urya Shavit, a researcher at the Moshe Dayan Institute, spoke on Israel's position on the evolution 
of Islam in the EU. There was a significant revival of identity politics, a phenomenon resulting from 
immigration and reflecting the clash of cultures between conservative Islamic traditions and 
exposure to the liberal values of a mostly Christian West. The weakening of Judeo-Christian identity 
(as evident in, for example, the absence of any reference in the preamble to the Treaty of Lisbon) 
was making Europe vulnerable to a militant radicalism. 
 
Rosa Thun quoted Amin Maalouf: 'We need to build our identity in order to protect ourselves more 
effectively'. 
 
- Boaz Bismuth, a journalist on 'Israel Today' and a committed expert on international politics, 
offered the delegation a wide-ranging survey, taking in the Israeli prime minister's 'quadruple "No"' 
(over Jerusalem, the 1967 borders, Hamas and the refugees) and delving into the psychological 
aspects ('the conflict is over-emotional and lacks rationality'). He expressed suspicion of the 
Palestinians' moves towards recognition of their state, while nonetheless offering the considered 
conclusion that 'nothing is ever black or white'. The length of his speech did not allow the delegation 
an extended question time. 
 
-  NGOs under strict surveillance 
 
The delegation held meetings with a number of entities from the NGO world. These may be divided 
into three types - first, NGO Monitor, a body responsible for the surveillance of Israel-based NGOs 
that receive external subsidies (from the EU or EU Member States); second, B'nai B'rith, a Jewish 
lobby of US origin; and third, two NGOs of a more conventional nature (respectively Israeli and 
Palestinian) which are working together to improve the situation of the Palestinians. 
 
Professor Steinberg, a figure already familiar to the delegation, drew renewed attention to the sums 
received from abroad by associations whose activities are, in his opinion, contrary to the interests of 
the Israeli state. For 2010, some fifteen humanitarian organisations / human rights groups had been 
identified as receiving subsidies totalling EUR 15 million. He criticised the EU for what he saw as 
insufficient transparency in allocating such subsidies. He added that he was not himself in receipt of 
any public funding. 
 
The delegation members mentioned the debate on transparency which had taken place in 
Parliament.  
 
B'nai B'rith is an international Jewish organisation which was founded in New York in 1843 and has 
been represented in Europe for 160 years. It has NGO status and aims to promote Jewish identity, 
fight racism and antisemitism and strengthen relations between European Jews and Israel. 
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It was agreed that contacts would be reinforced on a basis of shared initiatives.  
 
The delegation then met the two (Israeli and Palestinian) NGOs: the Van Leer Institute and the 
Palestinian House for Professional Solutions. These two organisations habitually work together under 
the umbrella of the Palestinian-Israeli NGO Forum, campaigning for the renewal of civil society. They 
are contesting NGO Monitor's plans to cut their subsidies. In addition to political action aimed at 
ending the conflict, these NGOs, along with others, are trying to establish links between communities 
living under the different states or authorities, centred on issues of daily life.  
 
The NGOS forcibly criticised the attitudes of NGO Monitor, explaining that its activities are now the 
subject of a draft law under discussion in the Knesset which would introduce stringent controls on 
subsidies from abroad.  
 
The conversations with the Knesset took place against the backdrop of President Obama's 19 May 
speech. They preceded by a few hours the counter-offensive of the Israeli Prime Minister in his 
address to the US Congress (which, we learned later, was punctuated by 26 standing ovations). At all 
events, our overall impression was one of general support for the Prime Minister's position. The topic 
came up for further animated discussion at the dinner offered by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  
 
Following this working day, the two chairs, Nachman Shai and Bastiaan Belder, agreed on the text of 
a joint declaration. The main points of this document are that both parties: 
 
- undertake to work to strengthen Israel-EU relations;  
 
- welcome the changes emanating from the will of the people in the region, while stressing the threat 
posed by radical Islam; 
 
- stress that peace will be the outcome of direct negotiations and not of unilateral initiatives, in a 
context of full respect for the conditions agreed by the Quartet. 
 
Mr Belder made it clear that this text constitutes a declaration of the Delegation for relations with 
Israel, acting on its own responsibility and with the full agreement of the members present.  
 
III.  SOCIAL POLICY IN PRACTICE: THE INTEGRATION OF NEW ARRIVALS 
 
New arrivals in Israel are not left to their own devices: they receive support over the time needed for 
adaptation and for learning the language and becoming familiar with Israeli customs.  
 
This policy is obviously favourable to integration, and in this context the delegation was able to visit 
two specialised units.  
 
a)  A model: the 'induction centre' for Ethiopian immigrants 
 
The visit to the 'induction centre' at Mevesaret Zion (Jerusalem) proved to be a moving experience, 
testifying to the desire of the Israeli authorities to ensure the integration of new arrivals. Guided by 
the Knesset deputy Shlomo Molla, a product of Ethiopian immigration and a veritable 'success story' 
for the community, the delegation listened and observed. Its members took part in the children's 
activities, with Mr Belder making good use of his skills with the ball.  
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New arrivals are offered an initial period of instruction, after which they are considered ready to deal 
with Israeli life on their own.  
 
The organisers praised the contribution of the Israeli Jewish Agency (whose first president was David 
Ben-Gurion). 
 
b)  Receiving immigrants: the Bialik-Rogozin school 
 
This school, equipped with all resources required for excellence, is an educational reference point. It 
has a capacity of 850 and is designed to welcome immigrants irrespective of origin or religion. Entry 
is competitive, and the school also attracts local Israeli families. 
 
It is a remarkable school and beyond all doubt a model for integration, although it remains an 
exception. Its staff may indeed be proud of their work and their pupils. 
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IV.  A DYNAMIC ECONOMY 
 
An on-the-ground visit to a pharmaceutical factory and an interview with a representative of Israeli 
industry enhanced the delegation's awareness of the dynamic nature of business in Israel. 
 
a)  Concerns of the TEVA Group and the ACAA agreement  
 
The visit to the Kfar Saba factory outside Jerusalem enabled the delegation to make the acquaintance 
of the TEVA Group, one of the world's fifteen biggest pharmaceutical groups and currently very much 
in expansion. TEVA is present in 60 countries and has 40 000 employees. It is a leader in the 
upcoming field of generic medicines.  
 
The prospects for the ACAA agreement were discussed in detail. Its ratification depends on the 
assent of the EP pursuant to the Treaty of Lisbon. The procedure is still at the committee stage: the 
committee responsible is INTA, some of whose members remain determined to block the process on 
political grounds. A change of rapporteur should make it possible to look at the dossier again. 
 
TEVA's managers explained the close links between their company's interests and those of the EU 
Member States. Application of the country of origin rule should permit products to circulate without 
additional controls.  
 
The interesting coincidence may be noted that on its visit to the factory, the delegation met a 
number of workers of Ethiopian origin, who had no doubt spent time at the 'induction centre' which 
it had visited that same morning. 
 
b)  The hidden realities of EU-Israel trade 
 
Mr Dan Catarivas has an encyclopaedic knowledge of EU-Israel trade, as the former director of the 
Europe unit of the Ministry of Trade and, today, spokesman for external trade and international 
relations for the Israeli business confederation. He offered the delegation a detailed briefing on the 
interaction of politics and trade, while regretting the dominance of the political over the economic. 
He did not believe economic issues should be compulsorily linked to the peace process, considering 
that the economy should be seen as a good in itself.  
 
He told the delegation that Israeli companies are extremely active within 'Business in Europe', and 
recalled that Israel is now an OECD member state. 
 
The indicators were generally encouraging. The expected growth rate was 5%, though employment 
was exhibiting a slight downward trend. The budget covered a two-year period and there was no 
budget deficit.  
 
The EU accounted for 40% of Israel's imports and 32% of its exports. However, relations with the EU 
were static, whereas there had been a 25% rise in trade with Asia. He also felt that enterprises in 
Europe seemed to be dragging their feet. 
 
Mr Catarivas stressed that Israel should not be typecast as a 'typical' Mediterranean economy.  
 
On behalf of the delegation, Mr Belder noted the potential for advance in the sector, and promised 
that the ACAA procedure would be looked at again. 
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V.  ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION:  WATER 
 
The priority given to the development of the waste water treatment plant at Shafdan, near Tel Aviv, 
exemplifies the attention being paid by the authorities to preserving water resources. 
 
This complex serves a large area around Tel Aviv, as well as the Negev desert, in other words a 
catchment area of 2.5 million people, as well as wide swathes of farmland needing irrigation water in 
substantial quantities. 
 
The traditional obstacles are being taken into account. These include: the ageing population, 
diminishing water supplies, the adverse impact of industrial growth, and undesirable consumer 
habits.  
 
The Shafdan plant produces 380 000 m3 of purified water per day, or 140 million per annum. It serves 
10% of the population of Israel and covers 70% of the Negev's irrigation requirements. New water 
purification processes are being developed there by cutting-edge researchers.  
 
The Israeli authorities are at the same time aware of the critical level of pollution of the 
Mediterranean. This concern is shared by the neighbouring countries, in the context of the relevant 
international conventions. 
 
Several members of the delegation asked questions which testified to their technical expertise in the 
field.  
 
VI.  CULTURE AS A WEAPON AGAINST DIVISION 
 
To round off its visit, the delegation was invited to the Na Lagaat theatre in Jaffa, to witness an 
unusual dramatic performance. A 90-minute play was performed by a group of actors all of whom 
had at least one disability (deaf-mute or blind), who combined perfectly orchestrated movements 
(with the aid of assistants) with sign language, accompanying themselves with songs and dressed in 
bright costumes. They even baked bread on stage, inviting the audience to come up and taste the 
product at the end of the performance. 
 
The pleasure experienced by the actors was matched by the applause of an audience captivated by 
the ease which they had made proof of.  
 
Integration is also a cultural challenge, and all rose admirably to the occasion in this event of 
Wednesday, 26 May 2011 in Jaffa. 
 
The present report would not be complete if it did not also refer to the moment when the members 
of the delegation came face to face with history, as they visited the Hall of Independence on Tel 
Aviv's imposing Rothschild Avenue. It was in the ceremonial hall of this impeccably kept building that 
David Ben Gurion officially announced the birth of Israel, at 16.01 on 14 May 1948. Copies of the 
declaration signed by Ben Gurion and 35 others are available, and the founder's voice echoes still.  
 
Tel Aviv is a remarkable tribute to the pioneering and enterprising spirit of the first settlers, who, in 
1909, laid the foundations of a modern city in the desert sand. Mr Ron Huldai, the mayor of Tel Aviv, 
shared with the delegation his pride in a venture which is still far from being finished. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
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Following this three-day visit to Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, the working group of the Delegation for 
Relations with Israel can offer the following conclusions: 
 
- The delegation will maintain and develop the existing relations between the EP and the Knesset, in 
the wider context of promoting EU-Israel relations;  
 
- In this connection, it believes it is essential to deal with day-to-day relations separately from the 
political aspects of the peace process; 
 
- It welcomes the moves towards freedom and democracy occurring in the wider region, but stresses 
the need to continue the process on a basis of respect for the security of all; 
 
- The delegation calls for rigorous compliance with the conditions laid down by the international 
community.  

 


