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The merger of the three Arab and one Jewish-Arab political parties in advance of the 2015 general
elections is considered by many to be among the most significant political events within Israel’s Arab
society in recent history. Despite their ideological differences, the parties succeeded in creating a joint
list that may very well become the third largest contingent in the next Knesset.
How has this joint Arab list affected Israeli political discourse in general and in Arab society specifically?
What are the hopes and expectations regarding its impact on the upcoming elections? This update aims
to share insights from the field and identify some of the main issues related to the newly structured
Arab presence, as well as highlight a number of additional developments related to Arab society and the
upcoming elections.

I. The Joint Arab List
While initially met with some skepticism because the merger took place in response to the increase in
the elections threshold,1 today the Joint List is by and large welcomed on its own merits in Arab society
as an answer to "mounting pressure from […] constituents to cooperate in order to tackle the challenges
facing the Arab community."2 In the days following the announcement of this union, it was widely
celebrated among Arab leadership and public as a move that would make them "a central player in
politics like never before"3 and "a force to be reckoned with”4— not to mention as a successful trump of
Foreign Minister Liberman's push for the higher threshold.5 The merger—which was a hard-won
negotiation between leaders of Arab nationalist (Balad), religious (Ra’am), and secular (Ta’al) parties and
a socialist Jewish-Arab party (Hadash)—is also being called an "important precedent of collaboration" in
contrast with the "civil wars taking place throughout the Arab world.”6
The Joint List aims to balance “efforts to address the domestic concerns of Arabs in Israel alongside
veteran Arab lawmakers' longtime focus on the rights of Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.”7
The party platform lists as its first basic principle the pursuit of a just end of the occupation, followed by
a second principle of full equality, individual, and collective rights for Arab citizens. According to Jack
Khoury, a veteran reporter on Arab affairs, “[t]here is a sense that the list’s representatives realize that
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economic and civil issues are of more interest to [the Arab] public than the conflict with the Palestinians
[and that] this is expressed in the campaign itself and in election gatherings.”8
Indeed, in a recent Haaretz poll, 70% of Arab respondents indicated they “care much more about
bettering their socioeconomic lot than about solving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”9 In accordance, the
remaining principles on the Joint List’s political platform focus in large part on issues of poverty,
discrimination and oppression, including the rights of women in the private and public sphere. Notably,
while some principles focus on the rights of Arab citizens (e.g. land confiscation, the status of Arabic,
unrecognized Bedouin villages,) many are directed towards all disadvantaged citizens, not only the Arab
community.
In recent weeks, Joint List leaders have made special efforts to campaign in the Jewish sector despite
low hopes for Jewish votes. The list launched a Hebrew language media campaign under the slogan “My
Answer to Racism,” advancing the message that the Joint List “represents everyone and is reaching out
to the weak sectors of society,” and to “legitimize elected Arab officials following many attempts at the
Knesset to exclude them.”10
Arik Rudnitzky of the Konrad Adenauer Program on Jewish-Arab Cooperation calls this an
unprecedented shift in which Arab leaders are saying they represent “not only Arabs who vote for us,
but Jews and Arabs alike, all the citizens of the state of Israel who wish to vote for an alternative.”11 A
number of Jewish journalists and activists openly stated they will support the Joint List.12
Still, the Joint List’s presence in the upcoming Knesset largely depends on the Arab vote, and much
uncertainty remains within the Arab public about the parties’ ability to remain united after elections,
what goals they will actually pursue, what role they will play in the next government, and how effective
they will be in pursuing their goals.
Internal tension was already detectable in the final weeks before the elections when a last-minute votesharing agreement with Meretz fell through.13 The agreement, which would allow the parties to
combine spare votes towards attaining another seat, was strongly supported by Hadash leaders but
ultimately vetoed by Balad, leading to strong criticism by Meretz leadership14 and raising additional
doubts about the Joint List ability work together beyond the campaign and cooperate with other parties
in the Knesset.

II. The Arab Vote
In a study completed just prior to the parties’ merger, The Abraham Fund Initiatives found that a single
electoral list would “raise expected turnout among [Arab] citizens by almost 10 percentage points, from
57% to 66.4%.”15 Joint List representatives say they hope for a turnout of as much as 70%.16
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Among Arab citizens that said they would abstain, the study found that only 17% (or 3% of the Arab
population) say they do so for ideological reasons, while the remaining non-voters abstain out of a lack
of interest, a disbelief in the ability to effect change, or the general situation of Arab citizens in Israel.
The study also found that positive statements by leaders of the main parties, regarding the status of
Arabs and the peace process, could increase turnout of Arab voters. 17
Other issues affecting voter attitudes in Arab society are recent legislation such as the Jewish NationState Bill18 and the rise in Price Tag attacks19—though it is unclear whether these issues will lead to
greater voter participation or abstention as a form of protest. Among Negev Bedouin, where Arab voting
rates are lower, recent clashes with the police have added to the sense of alienation and
disenfranchisement. A number of civil society organizations have launched non-partisan efforts to get
out the vote, promoting civic involvement throughout Arab communities. (See Appendix for Civil Society
efforts).
Voting Patterns in Arab Society |
survey conducted for Haaretz by
Statnet
United List 66.9%
Zionist Union 5.7%
Meretz 4.3%

A recent study by the Konrad Adenauer Center for
Jewish-Arab Cooperation shows that as many as 44%
of Arab voters have been positively encouraged to
vote by the Joint List and according to two different
polls, it is expected to garner between 66.9%20 and
80.7%21 of Arab vote. Still, as many as 30% of Arab
voters are undecided or plan to vote for other
parties.

Likud 2.4%
Israel Beytenu 1.7%
Taleb A-Sana's Party
1.2%
Kulanu 1.2%
Shas 1.2%
Habayit Hayehudi 0.7%
Yesh Atid 0.5%
Hatikva Leshinui 0.2%
Not Sure 14.2%

66.9%

Critics of the Joint List’s political platform say it is too
vague and too much uncertainty remains about
actual commitments. 22 There are also calls from
Bedouin feminist/anti-polygamy activists not to vote
on the grounds that at least two men on the list are
married to more than one woman. 23 In addition,
some leaders from the Bedouin community are
disappointed they were not better included in the
creation of the list and are now underrepresented in
the resulting union.24
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III. Possible Role in the Next Government and Knesset
There has been a fair amount of speculation
whether the Joint List would form a coalition with
The Zionist Camp, if invited, in order to unseat
Likud, (Arab parties have never been part of a ruling
coalition.) By and large, Joint List leadership has
been vocal that they will not,25 despite the fact that
60% of Arab citizens said they would be in favor of
joining a coalition. 26 More recently, Chairman
Ayman Odeh left a little more room for discussion,
saying that the time is not ripe,27 and that “if and
when we get to that junction [where Herzog
approaches us], then we will decide.” 28 This
approach was echoed by Herzog and Livni who said
The Zionist Camp isn’t ruling out Arab parties and
“everything will be discussed after the elections.”29

Should the Joint List participate in a
Government Coalition?
Yes, in any government

28%

Yes, but only in a government
3%
headed by Netanyahu
Yes, but only in a
governement headed by…
No, the List should only take
part as an obstructive block
No, the List should do niether

30%
22%
14%

I don't know

3%
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Outside of a coalition, the Joint List could play an important supportive role, as was the case with Arab
leadership during Rabin’s administration. If Likud and Labor form the government, and the Joint List is
the third largest party, it stands to lead the opposition, which would set an historic precedent in itself
and provide, as Ayman Odeh says, “an extremely important podium.”30
In any event, as the third or even fourth largest party, the Joint List will be able to pursue and obtain
membership in major Knesset committees such as Finance or the Interior Committee and from there
“develop an action plan that includes the enactment of laws and provisions guaranteeing equality for
Arab citizens.”31

IV. In Media and Campaign Discourse
The establishment of the Joint List and the change it reflects in the Arab political landscape in Israel has
affected general public discourse, Jewish parties’ campaigns, and media coverage of Arab society in
these elections. The fact that the small parties that for years comprised Arab representation in Israel
merged and fresh leadership has come to the fore has garnered new interest and attention.
Ayman Odeh, who was relatively unknown prior to chairing the Joint List, has become a popular interview
subject on all of the political news shows in Israel and received significant international coverage.32 Whereas
in the past, Arab parties were frequently left out of election polls, debates and mainstream media
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coverage of elections, the media has been more attentive to the Joint List and issues in Arab society,
though such omissions persist33 and comparisons show coverage still falls short.34
In some ways, this attention has allowed a more pragmatic message from Arab society to gain strength
in the mainstream – that of greater interest in economic opportunities and equal participation in Israeli
society. In other ways, some say the prospect has raised suspicions and fears about greater Arab
participation,35 adding fuel to a divisive backlash that started this summer during Israel’s military
operation in Gaza which saw a rise in hostility between Arabs and Jews in Israel, and explicit or implicit
anti-Arab messages have found there way to mainstream campaigns.36
This rhetoric has been most pronounced with Foreign Minister Avigdor Liberman’s who, as head of
Yisrael Beiteinu, asked Ayman Odeh in a televised debate “Why aren’t you standing for election in
Ramallah rather than in the Israeli Knesset? Why are you even here? You’re not wanted here.”37 While
Odeh received praise about his cool-headed responses,38 criticism was levied that such an attack could
go unchallenged by others around the debate table.39
MK Liberman has built much of his campaign on anti-Arab messages. His campaign slogan, "Ariel to
Israel – Um El Fahem to Palestine,” reflects his controversial proposal for ‘population exchange’ as part
of a resolution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.40 In recent weeks, Liberman continued to make
headlines for asserting that Arab lawmakers [are] trying to impose Islamic State rule on Israel and that
Arab Israelis who "oppose the state should be beheaded." When Jewish Home Chairman MK Bennett
also insinuated that Arabs are responsible for high level of crime in some areas of Israel, causing an
uproar,41 some speculated that divisive messages are being used strategically to rally right-wing voters.42
For its part, The Joint List was forced to take down campaign ads that played up Price Tag vandalism by
being designed to look as though they had been sprayed with the words “death to Arabs.”43
Petitions filed with the Central Elections Committee were also a widely publicized way tensions between
the more extreme voices of the Jewish and Arab parties played out. The Headquarters Against Racism
filed a petition to forbid Baruch Marzel (a far-right wing activist) from running; Baruch Marzel filed a
motion to forbid the Joint List from running; and a group of Jewish and Arab activists filed a motion to
stop MK Lieberman and Israel Beitenu from participating in the elections.44 The most controversial
petitions however, were filed by Foreign Minister Liberman and MK Yariv Levin (Likud) to forbid MK
Hanin Zoabi from running with the Joint List. Contrary to the recommendation of the Attorney General,
the Election Committee ruled in favor of the petition45, which was then overturned by the Supreme
Court, allowing MK Zoabi to run.
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While extreme voices captured media attention, Jewish parties have been reaching out to Arab voters.46
Among them, Shas, an ultra-orthodox party, launched a special campaign targeting Arab society from
which it hopes to get "at least one Knesset seat." Shas attracts Arab voters on the basis of similar
economic needs and the fact that Shas traditionally chairs the Ministry of Interior which deep relevance
to Arab society. Adina Bar Shalom, daughter of Shas’ spiritual founder Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, recently said
in a meeting of political activists that “we forgot that we live in a country where Arabs also live and we
discriminate their rights. … If the state of Israel knew to anchor their rights as is needed, we wouldn't be
in a problem like this."47
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Appendix – Civil Society Efforts to ‘Get Out the Vote’
The Abraham Fund Initiatives (TAFI)
The Abraham Fund Initiatives has been involved in enhancing political participation of Arab citizens and
legitimizing such participation in the mainstream Israeli public for a number of years now, including in
conducting studies of political trends and running wide-scale campaigns to encourage Arab voter
participation. This year, TAFI conducted a study, The Political Participation of Arab Citizens in Israel: An
Attitude Survey ahead of the Elections to the 20th Knesset, that was used to inform its non-partisan
efforts to promote voting as civic engagement.
Twenty graduates of TAFI’s Young Political Leaders courses are leading the voting
effort. They are meeting politicians from the various political parties to encourage
them to address the concerns and needs of the Arab citizens; maintaining a Facebook
campaign called "It's Our Future Too,"48 and for the first time, conducting an election
simulation in Arab high schools and colleges.
It's Our Future Too!

The Arab-Jewish Center for Equality, Empowerment and Cooperation – Negev Institute for Strategies
of Peace and Development (AJEEC-NISPED)
AJEEC-NISPED is implementing three major conferences for Bedouin youngsters
– especially students – in higher educational institutions in the Negev.
Candidates from different parties will speak and information about election
procedures and meaning will be distributed. In addition, the organization is
training their 800 volunteers on government, elections and democracy so they
can pass on basic information about democratic participation to their peers.
Lastly, AJEEC-NISPED is launching a public and social media campaign to
encourage Bedouin citizens to exercise their right to vote under the slogan "The
Negev is Voting!"
The Negev is Voting!

BOKRA.NET
Bokra.net, an Arabic-language online news outlet, is running a campaign focused on voting for people
with disabilities. This campaign aims to inform individuals with disabilities and their families about
elections, options for voting with disabilities, and encouraging their participation in the democratic
process. Bokra is also raising awareness and working for reduction of social and technical barriers to
voting that currently exist for Arab citizens with disabilities
Mazzawi Advertising
The Mazzawi Advertising Office in Nazareth is working on a large-scale effort to enhance voting
participation and awareness of democratic procedures within Arab society, mostly in northern Israel.
This includes working with over 200 Arab activists going door-to-door and promoting non-partisan
participation among thousands of Arab families. According to CEO Fadoul Mazzawi, there are remote
Arab villages were people are hardly aware of the fact that national elections are planned or that they
have voting rights.
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