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BACKGROUND

The EP’s internal rules governing interparliamentary delegation visits were laid down with
the commendable objective of ensuring that Parliament's activities, especially plenary
sessions, are not disrupted. These rules are sometimes at odds with more pressing political
and diplomatic imperatives, however. The Delegation for relations with Israel experienced
this at first hand when being forced to wait until the very last minute before securing
authorisation from the Conference of Presidents to make an official visit to Israel on 4 and 5
November 2013 at the invitation of the Knesset.

The visit, the first of its kind since spring 2012, was significant: relations with the Knesset
had not been re-established since the Israeli elections of January 2013. Preparations for this
39th interparliamentary meeting were made at a time of particularly strained relations
between the EU and Israel.

The Israeli authorities were still dismayed at the publication by the Commission in late July
2013 of its 'Guidelines on the eligibility of Israeli entities active in the occupied territories
regarding grants, awards and financial instruments funded by the EU from 2014'. Emotions
were running high, and every day brought a new protest. At the same time, a new round of
peace talks between Israelis and Palestinians had begun at the instigation of US Secretary of
State John Kerry. Israel, which did not trust Iran's new President Rouhani in the least, viewed
with alarm and suspicion the charm offensive he had unleashed at the UN General Assembly
in New York, vis-à-vis President Obama in particular.

Against this backdrop, delegation chair Bastiaan Belder (EFD, NL) formed a working group
with vice-chair Salvatore Tatarella (PPE, IT), Ramon Tremosa (ALDE, ES), Jan Albrecht
(Greens, DE) and Susy de Martini (ECR, IT). The delegation's short fact-finding mission took
place on 4 and 5 November 2013 in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem.

This report complements the information obtained from think tanks and academics on the
situation in the wider region, and in the course of 'foreign affairs' discussions and talks with
the Knesset, and includes some background information on the situation of minorities.

I – IMPORTANT BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Monday, 4 November 2013 – Tel Aviv

The delegation first heard Lars Faaborg-Andersen, Head of the EU delegation in Israel, before
going on to the INSS and the Moshe Dayan Centre at the University of Tel Aviv.

a) An overview of the situation by the EU delegation

Lars Faaborg-Andersen outlined the key issues facing Israel:
– Internally: tensions between the coalition parties, especially with Jewish Home; the budget
deficit; the contentious draft law imposing military service on Orthodox Jews, who had
hitherto been exempt; electoral reform, involving the raising of the eligibility threshold, and a
possible reduction in the number of ministers.
– Externally: talks with the Palestinians remained extremely tense, but had not been broken
off. The decision to release 109 pre-Oslo prisoners had been challenged. Likud remained
sceptical about the two-State solution. The most controversial issue was the EU's decision to



define certain Israeli settlements as illegal and not part of Israeli territory. The Commission's
publication in July 2014 of its guidelines limiting the eligibility of Israeli organisations for
funding under EU programmes had created uproar among Israeli politicians. Everyone the
delegation spoke to agreed that this was the number one priority.

b) A broad overview of affairs in the 'greater Middle East'

– The experts of the Institute for National Security Studies (INSS) provided a political and
strategic overview of the region as a whole.
–President Amos Yadlin was cautiously optimistic. Over the previous few years, Israel had
become stronger, more stable and better respected. Nonetheless, terrorist groups including
Hamas, Hezbollah and Al Qaida, and new radical factions taking advantage of the chaos in
countries such as Syria, Libya, Egypt and Lebanon, still posed a risk to the country. The
influx of Syrian refugees was proving unmanageable for host countries such as Lebanon,
Jordan and Turkey. Behind Iran's charm offensive, the nuclear threat it posed had not
diminished. There was no question that Israel was prepared to retaliate; the issue was whether
or not it should deliver the first strike. As for Syria, Russia's political and Iran's financial
support made Assad's departure less likely.
Ambassador Oded Eran drew attention to Russia's renewed interest in the Middle East. He
remained sceptical about the outcome of peace talks with the Palestinians and expressed his
opposition to the EU Guidelines.
Ephaim Asculai, an acknowledged Iran expert, favoured tougher sanctions. As regards Syria,
he advocated stricter monitoring and the destruction of chemical weapons. Assad was playing
a tactically very clever game in securing the support of Russia and Iran while passing himself
off as the defender of certain minority groups.
Orit Perlov analysed the power of social networks (including those online), in particular
among young people in the region. The grassroots movements which had sprung up recently
owed much to them: these networks were free, egalitarian, universal and democratic. They
were also an effective means of manipulating people.

– The University of Tel Aviv's Moshe Dayan Centre provided further information. Professor
Ubi Razi described how the political landscape in the region had changed following what had
come to be called the 'Arab Spring'. Taking advantage of domestic political upheavals,
different ethnic groups and Muslim denominations (Sunnis and Shi'ites) were banding
together or turning against each other, depending on the circumstances. The situation had
become so chaotic that, in a show of disapproval, Saudi Arabia had refused to take its place
on the UN Security Council. Hat Etat-Cohen gave an interesting historical account of
relations between the EU, Turkey and Israel. From the 1980 standoff to the honeymoon
period of the 1990s, the Arab states had always supported the PKK.
Though accession talks with the EU had begun, enthusiasm had quickly given way to
criticism on the EU side. At the same time, the Gaza flotilla raid, in the course of which a
number of Turkish nationals were killed, had aggravated tensions with Israel. One thing was
clear: the Turkish 'zero problems with neighbours' policy had ultimately proved a failure.

II - LIVELY POLITICAL MEETINGS

Two political highlights: a lengthy exchange of views with the Deputy Foreign Minister, Zev
Elkin, and the traditional meeting with the delegation’s counterparts from the Knesset.



The predominant theme at these meetings was a burning issue for the Israeli authorities: the
EU Guidelines on Israeli settlements on Palestinian territory (as the Palestinians would put it)
or in Judea and Samaria (as the Israelis would).
All the delegation's discussion partners were united in condemning the guidelines, but the
members of the Knesset expressed more nuanced views.

a) Exchange of views with Zev Elkin, Deputy Foreign Minister, and with representatives
of the ministry

Monday, 4 November 2013 – Jerusalem

The meeting with the minister was preceded by preparatory talks with one of the delegation's
key discussion partners: Rafaël Schutz, Deputy Director-General and head of the European
affairs department.

The main issues discussed overlapped to some extent.
– The introduction of a territorial clause had come out of the blue and represented an
unwarranted extension of the scope of the relevant legislation. The measure looked
suspiciously like a sanction, and one which merely served to undermine the sense of trust
fundamental to peace negotiations.
– It represented a dangerous further step down the wrong path first taken by introducing rules
on product labelling and might quickly lead to the use of BDS (Boycott, Divestment,
Sanction), a step which would be seen as anti-Semitic.
– The text published by the EU in July 2013 went beyond what was necessary to ensure that
European funds were used properly beyond the 'green line'.
– Israel's participation in the new 'Horizon 2020' research programme might be compromised.

Bastiaan Belder, Chair of the EP delegation, said he was disappointed that the EP had not
been given an opportunity to debate the issue; the Commission had acted in secret.

– The minister expressed bewilderment at the EU's approach, which disregarded the need to
support the economy and safeguard jobs in the region (more than 30.000 Palestinians were
employed in settlements in Judea and Samaria). He also questioned what the EU hoped to
achieve by investing in northern Cyprus or indirectly financing terrorism in Gaza by giving
aid to the Palestinian authorities.
– Rafaël Schutz said that although Israel had dealings with each of the 28 EU Member States
and Turkey, Switzerland and Norway, relations with the EU itself were the greatest source of
concern.
– The minister asked the delegation to call on the Commission and the European External
Action Service to soften their stance so that the State of Israel could sign the agreement which
the EP would shortly be asked to approve.

b) A wide-ranging panel discussion at the Knesset

Tuesday, 5 November 2013 – Jerusalem

Isaac Herzog, Chair of the Knesset Delegation for relations with the EP, greeted his
counterparts warmly. He talked about the important ongoing discussions with the Palestinians
and with Iran. He was sorry to have to leave the meeting early, but needed to make final



preparations before his party (Labour) elected a new chair (he was a candidate). On behalf of
the EP delegation, Bastiaan Belder expressed his commitment to genuine dialogue.

Seven members of the Knesset (from five different parties) spoke in turn, as arranged in
advance. Ultimately, a dozen or so Israeli parliamentarians took part in some or all of the
debate.
Yisrael Hasson (Kadima) emphasised the political and religious hold which Iran exerted: it
was a Shi'ite power which made no bones about its intention to overthrow the Sunnis. He
pointed out that the Iraq/Iran war had been dubbed the 'war of Jerusalem', and warned that the
official Iranian version of events should be taken with a very large pinch of salt.
Yoni Chitboun (Jewish Home) said that he considered the Israeli-Palestinian conflict to be
more about ideology than land. He believed the two-State solution to be unworkable. The
Jewish State of Israel was in a position to play the role of host to people from other ethnic
groups.
Ms Hayahudi (Jewish Home) expressed her pride, as an Orthodox Jewish woman, in being a
citizen of a Jewish State.
Mr Shayon (Yisrael Beiteinu) expressed concern that political commentary was increasingly
being used as a front for anti-Semitic views.
Dov Khenin (Haddassah/Greens) wanted to draw a distinction between the true friends of
Israel and those who supported it blindly and for no good reason.
Finally, Ahmed Tibi, Vice-President of the Knesset and representative of Israeli Arabs,
poured scorn on the myth that all Israeli citizens had equal rights.

The European delegation was given a very warm official welcome in the Chamber by Yuri
Edelstein, President of the Knesset and an old friend.

The Knesset invited the EP delegation to a farewell dinner to round off the visit.

III - ADDITIONAL MEETINGS

Tuesday, 5 November 2013 – Jerusalem

a) Salim Jubra, Israeli Arab and member of the Supreme Court

Salim Jubra is living proof that Arabs can be integrated into Israeli society. As an Arab,
Maronite Christian, legal expert, theologian and linguist, he spoke to the delegation about
how the Supreme Court worked and the very real influence it exercised on the organisation of
the state and society. The lack of a written constitution only made this influence greater.
He talked about recent developments in the field of human rights, and social rights in
particular.
He pointed out that the Supreme Court could not, on its own, change the way people behaved
or tackle prejudice.

b) Economic development and minorities

Iman Saif was a very busy man, as he had been entrusted with the delicate task of boosting
economic development in the Arab, Druse and Circassian communities.
He stressed the size of the task facing him: although Israeli Arabs made up 20% of the
population, 77% of them were unemployed, and they accounted for just 8% of the country’s
GDP.



Despite a limited budget, he had set four ambitious objectives: draw up and implement a
development plan for 13 towns, facilitate business start-ups, create industrial areas and
provide better public transport services to areas where minority groups were concentrated.

c) The Governor of Samaria: a key player in Israel in 2013

Monday, 4 November 2013 – Tel Aviv

Gershon Mesika was Chair of the Shomron Regional Council. He was accompanied by Yossi
Dagan. This was the first time a meeting of this kind had been held during an official
delegation visit. The Shomron Regional Council represents the interests of Israeli Jewish
settlers and businesspeople in areas not officially recognised as part of Israel by the
international community, the EU or the EP.
For Gershon Mesika, it was a success: there were 400 000 people living in Judea and Samaria
and 6000 jobs had been created, of which more than 3000 had been taken by Palestinians. The
region was at the heart of Israel; the mountains watched over the valleys.
He cited passages from the Bible to show that the lands in question had been settled first by
the Jews.
Bastiaan Belder, Chair of the EP delegation, raised questions about the violence perpetrated
by Israeli settlers against the Palestinians and the damage caused to the Palestinians’ land,
their livestock and their crops. Governor Mesika responded by drawing attention to the
obviously anti-Semitic smear campaigns which had been orchestrated by certain Palestinians,
supported by NGOs which were sworn enemies of the State of Israel and the Jewish
community. He deplored the fact that these organisations were too often funded by EU
Member States or by the EU itself.
He also expressed concern at the growing BDS campaign, which was jeopardising local
investment, and, consequently, local jobs.
He promised to provide the EP delegation with information to back up his remarks.

CONCLUSION

At the end of this short visit, the EP Delegation for relations with Israel issued a press release
highlighting its key conclusions, in particular:
– Israel's need to live in security as a democratic Jewish state
– the EU's need for Israel to be an active partner in the forthcoming 'Horizon 2020' research
programme
– the determination to reduce inequality in Israeli society
– renewed hopes that Israelis and Palestinians could live side by side in peace and security
– preventive and security measures that needed to be taken in response to the Iranian nuclear
threat
– the importance of fighting the growing anti-Semitism in Europe.

Jan Albrecht (Greens/DE) distanced himself from the remarks concerning Israeli settlements
beyond the green line and the reference to the notion of the Jewish State of Israel, which were
not consistent with the official EP/EU line.


