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Questionnaire on the Human Rights of Migrants
Response of Israel

l. Statistical data

The Central Bureau of Statistics estimates Israel’s population at the end of 1997 at 5.9
million, including 4.7 million Jews (80%) and approximately 1.2 million Arabs and
others (20%). The rate of population increase for 1997 was 2.5% (144,900.

Since the establishment of the State, more than 2.6 million people have immigrated to
Israel: approximately 59% from Europe, 18% from Africa, 15% from Asia, and 8%
from the Western Hemisphere and Oceania. The largest number of immigrants have
arrived from the former Soviet Union, Poland and Morocco. Since 1948, there have
been more than 900,000 immigrants to Israel from the former Soviet Union,
approximately 340,000 from Poland and 270,000 from Morocco.The countries of the
former Soviet Union are still the largest source of immigration to Israel. Approximately
66,500 people immigrated to Israel in 1997 (87% of them from the countries of the
former Soviet Union). Further analytical data is available in Annex 1.

Of around 2,131,400 workers in Israel in 1996, about 94,000 were non-nationals
having authorisation to work. It is estimated that there are currently 120,000 foreign
workers unlawfully present in Israel.

2 M st en the promotion 1 1 ion

human rghts of migrants.
When discussing the status and situation of migrants in Israel, it is important first to
identify the relevant populations. Two distinct and very different groups come to mind
in this respect:

a)  new immigrants, who are Jewish or related to Jews, who immigrate to Israel with
the intention of remaining. They may become citizens immediately upon their
arrival. Since Israel regards itself as a country of absorption and a haven and
home to Jews, the State provides the new immigrants with a variety of rights and
services to facilitate their integration in Isracli life.

b) foreign workers: in recent years a large number of workers have come to Israel
from all over the world, in particular from Romania and other Eastern European
countries. the Philippines, Thailand and other countries in South East Asia,
Afica and South America. They are nearly all employed in the building sector,
agriculture, nursing and hotels; a small number are employed in industry and
public services.
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These workers are neither citizens nor permanent residents of lsrael, many of
them being present illegally in the country. However, as they now constitute
some 10% of the Israeli work force, it has become necessary to address fact of
their presence and its impact on Israeli society. In addition, many of these
workers would clearly prefer to immigrate to Israel formally. Therefore. for the
purposes of this questionnaire, this population shall also be discussed.

New Immigrants

The absorption of new immigrants is coordinated by the Ministry of Absorption.
Futher information is available in Annex 2.

Foreign Workers

As prescribed by international law and the basic principles of the legal system in Israel,
the law in Israel does not discriminate between foreign workers and resident Israeli
workers:

e The Equal Employment Opportunity Law 1988 prohibits discrimination on the basis
of “nationality” or “state of origin” as regards gramting work opportunities and
determining conditions of work.

e The labour laws in Israel that determine the basic rights of the worker (minimum
wage, hours of work and rest, prohibition on delaying salary payments, severance
pay, safety in the workplace ctc.) apply to every “worker”, irrespective of his
citizenship This is also the case with regard to other rights stemming from
collective agreements and extension orders.

e Educational services are provided without distinction to the children of Isracli
residents and to the children of foreign workers.

o Emergency health services are granted without distinction to anyone arriving at the
outpatients emergency ward of hospitals. The foreign worker is entitled to health
insurance and other services on the basis of the National Health Insurance Law
1994. The foreign worker is thus required to insure himself. The exception to this
are the three branches of national insurance - work accidents, maternty and
childbirth - which apply by law (the National Insurance Law (Revised version)
1995) to all “workers”, as opposed to the other branches which are dependent on
the person being a “resident”.

e Welfare services are provided to foreign workers and the families without
distinction. There is a statutory requirement on the relevant authority to intervene in
certain circumstances, such as in the event of violence in the family, sexual assault
of minors, neglect of minors, adoption etc.



E/CN.4/AC.46/1998/3/Add.38
Page 4

In 1996, the Government decided to set up the Foreign Workers Administration with a
view to monitoring the numbers of foreign workers and to avoiding the problems faced
by European countries in this context, where the increasing numbers of foreign
workers was accompanied by serious social problems (xenophobia, unemployment,
crime etc.). The Administration coordinates the activities of the various authorities
involved so as to improve both enforcement of the law and the care for the foreign
workers themselves. The Minister of Labour and Social Affairs heads the Ministerial
Committee dealing with foreign workers.

The first goal set by the Government for the Administration is to curb the phenomenon
of workers without permits and gradually reduce the number of permits. The second
goal for the Administration is to coordinate the various non-profit organisations
working on behalf of the foreign workers, in particular those legally present in Israel,
and also to directly help the workers themselves by providing information on their

rights.

Thus, on the one hand the Government increases supervision, control and enforcement
in order to reduce the phenomenon of foreign workers, and on the other takes steps for
the protection of the rights and welfare of legal foreign workers.

3.  Racism, xenophobia and discrimination against migrants
New Immigrants

Since the immigrants are Jewish or family members of Jews, racism and xenophobia
are obviously not relevant in the present context. It would also be inappropriate to
address their status in terms of discrimination. As indicated by the attached publication,
Immigration Absorption, 1997, this population, divided into sub-groups, receives
special attention from the State. This special treatment is intended to facilitate
absorption in Israel.

Admittedly, new immigrants do not assimilate into Israeli society ovemight.
Absorption is often a long and difficult process, at times frustrating. However, the
experience of Israel shows that with time immigrants are absorbed and become part of
the community. Indeed most of Israel’s current population is made up of immigrants
and their descendants. While the process sometimes requires confrontation with
conceptions and concepts that are familiar to Israelis but unknown to immigrants, there
is no doubt that, on the whole, immigrants are welcome in Israel and do not suffer
from discrimination.

Foreign Workers
As explained above, the status of foreign workers is not yet fully regulated. In addition,

many workers do not access state authoritics at all because their presence in Israel is
illegal. Thus it is difficult to assess their situation.
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Nevertheless, it can safely be said that foreign workers in Israel do not suffer racism or
xenophobia. While they are not integrated into Isracli society, they are not rejected by
it. Phenomena of violence do not exist. The media rarely has cause to report on
incidents of violence against foreign workers, even though there is constant and
continuous coverage of matters relating to foreign workers. There is no manifestation
of racial or xenophobic sentiments against foreign workers.

4. Statys of Conventions

Israel is a party to the ILO Migration for Employment Convention (Revised) 1949
(No. 97) and to the ILO Maintenance of Migrants’ Pension Rights Convention, 1935

(No. 48).

As for the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant
Workers and Members of their Familics (MWC): Until recently this Convention was
practically irrelevant to lsrael, as the phenomenon of migrant workers was unfamiliar
to it. Since, in recent years, this phenomenon has become more pertinent to Israeli
society, implementation of legal measures, on both internal and the international levels,
is currently beginning.
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