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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

This report, released to coincide with World Refugee Day, celebrated every year on 
June 20, highlights recent developments in Israel’s refugee situation.  The report 
analyzes changes across the full spectrum of Israeli society, from government 
initiatives to community activism.  In particular, we report on apparent failings in 
Israel’s asylum application process. 

Since World Refugee Day 2010 we have continued to witness a deterioration in 
Israel’s treatment of the refugee population.  The government has consistently adopted 
provocative and negative language when addressing the issue of asylum seekers and 
has formulated a broad reaching plan to deter new arrivals.  ARDC opposes these 
measures on the basis that they deny asylum seekers their right to dignity and 
contravene Israel’s obligations under international human rights and refugee law. 

According to a report recently released by the Israeli Population Bureau on foreigners 
entering Israel, at the end of January 2011, there were 33,778 asylum seekers, or 
“infiltrators,” in Israel.1 Of this figure, more than 90 percent arrived since 2007 and, in 
2010 alone, nearly 15,000 entered. Eritreans and Sudanese represent 60 percent and 
25 percent of the refugee population, respectively. A report by the Population, 
Immigration and Borders Authority (PIBA) released on June 15, 2011 revealed that 
approximately 3,000 asylum seekers have entered Israel this year which is substantially 
lower than for the same period last year.2 The majority of asylum seekers and refugees 
in Israel reside in urban areas. In Tel Aviv there are more than 20,000 individuals. An 
estimated 2,000 individuals (including women, children and occasionally minors) are 
detained at Ketziot Prison in the Negev and another 300 are held at Givon Prison near 
Tel Aviv.   

As the Middle East and North Africa continue to experience instability it is unlikely 
that refugee flows across the Egyptian-Israeli border will diminish. 

As political events continue to unravel across North Africa and the Middle East, it is 
likely that Israel can expect to absorb more asylum seekers until the completion of the 
security fence along the Israel-Egyptian border.   

Above all, we hope this report will contribute to the growing body of knowledge being 
used to advocate for a just and fair asylum policy in Israel. 

 
 
 

                                                
1 Population Bureau, February 2011, 
<http://www.piba.gov.il/PublicationAndTender/ForeignWorkersStat/Documents/feb2011.pdf> 
2 Hartman, Ben.  “623 African Migrants Illegally Entered Israel in June”, Jerusalem Post (Israel), 15 June 2011 
<http://www.jpost.com/Headlines/Article.aspx?id=225094> at 15 June 2011 
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2. ISRAELI COMMUNITY REACTION TO THE GROWING REFUGEE 
POPULATION 
 

2.1 Physical attacks on refugees 
 

Throughout 2010 and across the country refugees and asylum seekers were subject to 
random acts of violence.  The 2010 U.S. State Department report on human rights in 
Israel and the Palestinian Territories, released on April 8, 2011 revealed numerous 
cases where refugees were targeted and attacked by groups of assailants.  Among the 
more disturbing cases ranks the incident on December 18, 2010 in the coastal city of 
Ashdod when an attacker set a burning tire at the door of an apartment inhabited by a 
group of Sudanese refugees. The refugees were able to escape through the window of 
the apartment and were treated for minor injuries.  Residents of the community claim 
that the group was targeted due to their Sudanese origins. 

Also on December 18, 2010, three teenage daughters of African refugees were severely 
beaten by a group of approximately 20 assailants.  The attack occurred in the 
HaTikvah neighborhood of Tel Aviv, an area with a large number of refugees and 
asylum seekers.  The victims did not file a report with the police or seek legal 
consultation due to the fear of retribution by the attackers and their supporters.   

In 2011 the ARDC began documenting cases of violent acts directed towards the 
refugee population.  By March, the database contained more than a dozen cases of 
Eritrean asylum seekers being targeted within the Tel Aviv area.  These incidents left 
the victims in serious conditions, almost always requiring hospitalization. 

2.2. Anti-refugee demonstrations 
 

In addition to random acts of violence, refugees and asylum seekers have also been the 
targets of numerous demonstrations calling for their incarceration and expulsion. 
Protestors have argued that the refugee population is a threat to the community and 
engage in drug and alcohol abuse, violent crime, theft, harassment of women, rape and 
murder.  Despite the claims, police statistics show that the crime rate among African 
refugees is significantly lower than that of the general population.3 
 
In November 2010, a protest of 150 residents of South Tel Aviv demanded that the 
government immediately deport all refugees who are in the country illegally.  The 
protestors walked along the Neve Sha’anan pedestrian mall and through Levinsky 
Park, where many of the refugees live, work and socialize.4   

                                                
3 Tsurkov, Elizabeth. “New Report Debunks Common Myth About Asylum Seekers and Crime in Israel” 
<http://www.ardc-israel.org/en/info/newsletter/?action=view&messageid=37> at 23 May 2011 
4 Sheen, David. "South Tel Aviv Residents March to Demand Deportation of Foreigners." Haaretz (Israel), 8 April 
2011 
<http://www.haaretz.com/news/national/south-tel-aviv-residents-march-to-demand-deportation-of-foreigners-
1.354760> at 1 May 2011 
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On December 21, 2010 another rally was held to protest the presence of refugees.  
Haaretz reported that hundreds of South Tel Aviv residents, as well as right wing 
activists from outside Tel Aviv, congregated to demand the expulsion of all refugees 
and asylum seekers residing in the neighborhoods of South Tel Aviv. Protestors 
claimed that the foreign residents are responsible for acts of violence and the 
harassment of women in the neighborhood.  Members of the Knesset attended the rally 
to voice their opposition to the refugee population. The MKs echoed claims that the 
refugees are destroying the character of the country and are not in need of protection 
in Israel. Tel Aviv Councilman Arnon Giladi, from the Likud faction, called on the 
government to deport all refugees back to Egypt, stating, "Let them go back and work 
in Egypt."5 

Fear-based opposition to asylum seekers in Israel has also spread among the Israeli 
public. In June 2010, residents of Kiryat Shalom in South Tel Aviv protested the 
opening of a new kindergarten in their neighborhood for the children of African 
refugees and migrant workers. One local resident Suzy Cohen announced “I don't care 
if they call me racist.  Our park is full of Sudanese who are looking for a fight, to kill – 
they've got murderous eyes…” While the municipality announced that Israeli residents 
would have the option of sending their children to the new facility, they insisted that 
the kindergarten be canceled.6  

On June 13, 2011 a group of right wing activists protesting the presence of 
“infiltrators” and foreigners interrupted a meeting with Tel Aviv Mayor Ron Huldai, 
accusing him of neglecting Tel Aviv’s southern communities.  Protestors carried signed 
declaring “Foreigners - a national time bomb.”7 

2.3 The move against renting to non-Jews 

In July 2010 a group of 25 rabbis from Tel Aviv issued a religious edict forbidding the 
rental of apartments to “infiltrators and illegal foreign workers”. Signatories to the 
petition stated that they “will not let the neighborhoods in which they grew up turn 
into Sudanese neighborhoods, something that has already happened to the Neve 
Sha'anan neighborhood”. It was reported that after many attempts using acceptable 
legal means, the residents decided to have the rabbis sign an 'Edict Forbidding the 
Rental of Apartments to Infiltrators,' in the hope that it will halt the deterioration of 
the neighborhoods. Echoing the anti-refugee rhetoric of previous marches and 
government officials the rabbinical edict provided religious justification for the 
propagation of hate and violence directed towards the refugee population. Activists 
who support the rabbinical edict and have pushed for its application intended to post 

                                                
5 Lior, Ian. “Hundreds in Tel Aviv Call for Deportation of Foreign Workers, Refugees.” Haaretz (Israel), 21 
December 2011 http://www.haaretz.com/news/national/hundreds-in-tel-aviv-call-for-deportation-of-foreign-
workers-refugees-1.331885> at 4 May 2011 
6 Ziton, Yoav. “Residents Fight Against Kindergarten for Children of Migrant Workers.” Ynet (Israel), 30 June 
2010. <http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-3913394,00.html> at 20 April 2011 
7 Lior, Ilan.  “South Tel Aviv Residents Disrupt Mayors Meeting in Protest Against Foreigners.” Haaretz (Israel), 
13 June, 2011.  <http://www.haaretz.com/news/national/south-tel-aviv-residents-disrupt-mayor-s-meeting-in-
protest-against-foreigners-1.367477> at 13 June 2011 
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notices throughout the city which will read “we, the undersigned, neighborhood rabbis 
and synagogue rabbis, hereby warn the public of the religious prohibitions and the 
foreseeable dangers that would result from renting apartments to these people."8 

In August 2010, a month after the rabbinical edict preventing the renting of apartment 
to refugees and asylum seekers, a coalition of South Tel Aviv realtors declared that 
they would cease renting apartments to African refugees and asylum seekers. The 
declaration reads “Following the massive entry of infiltrators into the neighborhoods 
and following the rabbis’ call not to rent apartments to illegal foreign workers, we, the 
realtors, hereby declare that in order to stem the spread of the phenomenon, we will 
not rent apartments to infiltrators in the neighborhoods of Kiryat Shalom and Tel 
Kabir.”9 

ARDC has also experienced this community backlash and for several months was 
unable to find a suitable office in south Tel Aviv with a landlord willing to rent to an 
organization supporting refugees. Before the expiration of its lease in Golomb Street 
and a few short months after the rabbinical edicts, ARDC searched for a new office in 
order to relocate and minimize overheads. An ideal premise was found close to 
Levinsky Park and following negotiations with the landlord was set to sign a lease 
agreement. However, the landlord reneged on the agreement at the last minute causing 
considerable inconvenience to the organization. No reasonable explanation was 
provided even though the building had been vacant for an extended period of time. 
During our initial introduction, the landlord expressed reservations about renting the 
building to a refugee organization, however, was careful not to cite this as the reason 
for withdrawing from the agreement. 

Additionally, the humanitarian team at ARDC reports that it has become increasingly 
difficult for the women in our transitional shelter to find accommodation in south Tel 
Aviv, forcing ARDC to provide accommodation for longer. 

2.4 Government use of provocative language 

As noted in the 2010 U.S. State Department report, anti-refugee rhetoric by 
government officials grew more virulent over the course of the year.  On March 22, 
Member of Knesset Yaakov Katz announced his support for the establishment of an 
“infiltrator” city designed to hold up to 10,000 asylum seekers.  MK Katz’s proposal 
was backed by his claim that the “infiltrators” would ruin the country within 10 years.  
The report also cites Minister of Interior Eli Yishai as calling for the Israeli Defense 
Forces (IDF) to “block infiltrators” from entering the country through the Egyptian 
border.  Yishai warned "This is an existential threat to the State of Israel."  On 
September 2, Minister of Justice Yaakov Neeman supported Yishai’s claims stating 

                                                
8 Weiler-Polak, Dana.  “Tel Aviv Rabbis: Renting Apartments to Foreign Workers Violates Jewish Law” Haaretz 
(Israel), 8 June 2010. <http://www.haaretz.com/news/national/tel-aviv-rabbis-renting-apartments-to-foreign-
workers-violates-jewish-law-1.300815> at 4 May 2011 
9 Zitun, Yoav. “Real Estate Agents Refuse to Rent to Refugees” Ynet (Israel), 1 August 2010 
<http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-3928026,00.html> at 20 April 2011 
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"infiltrators at the southern border create a real danger to the existence of the state of 
Israel, and Israel has to fight this phenomenon in every possible way."10  

In July the mayor of Eilat, Meir Yitzhak Halevi, urged residents to demonstrate 
against the community of “infiltrators”, claiming that they had taken over the city, 
created fear in the community, and depressed real estate values.   

The aggressive rhetoric targeting the refugee population in Israel has been cited as one 
of the causes in the increase in anti-refugee demonstrations and legislation being 
produced over the last year.  

 
3. GOVERNMENT MEASURES TO DETER FURTHER ARRIVALS 
 
 3.1 Security fence along Egyptian-Israel border 

In January 2010, Israel announced its intentions to construct a wall along the Israeli-
Egyptian border in an effort to stem “infiltrations” into the country from the Sinai 
Peninsula. Construction of the wall began in November 2010 and was predicted to 
take approximately two years to complete at a cost $270 million. On June 2, 2011 the 
Jerusalem Post reported that the first permanent section of the border fence had been 
completed.  According the report, the Ministry of Defense vowed that the fence will 
cover 100 kilometers of the 240 kilometer border by the end of the year.  Construction 
is expected to be complete by the middle of 2012, six months ahead of previous 
government estimates. 11   

While government officials have argued that this move is meant to ensure the safety of 
the country, it will also serve to stem the rise in refugee and asylum seeker populations 
reaching Israel.  Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu assured, ''This is a 
strategic decision to ensure the Jewish and democratic character of the state of Israel, 
Israel will remain open to war refugees but we cannot allow thousands of illegal 
workers to infiltrate into Israel via the southern border and flood our country."12 
According to the recent Jerusalem Post report, the Ministry of Defence reported that 
there had been a 50 percent drop in “infiltrations” into Israel in 2011, in comparison to 
the same period in 2010, due to the construction of the barrier.13 

As the Egyptian border is the major point of entry for asylum seekers trying to reach 
Israel, the construction of the wall will deny thousands a chance to claim 
internationally recognized rights as refugees.  
                                                
10 U.S. Department of State. Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. 2010 Human Rights Report: Israel and 
the Occupied Territories. 8 Apr. 2011. 
11 Hartman, Ben. “First Permanent Section of Sinai Border Fence Completed.” Jerusalem Post (Israel), 2 June 2011 
http://www.jpost.com/Defense/Article.aspx?id=223256> at 13 June 2011 
12 Topol, Sarah. “Israel’s Plan to Stem African Immigration: Wall on Egypt’s Border” The Christian Science Monitor, 
11 January 2010. http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Middle-East/2010/0111/Israel-s-plan-to-stem-African-
immigration-Wall-on-Egypt-s-border> at 4 May 2011 
13 Hartman, Ben. “First Permanent Section of Sinai Border Fence Completed.” Jerusalem Post (Israel), 2 June 2011 
<http://www.jpost.com/Defense/Article.aspx?id=223256> at 13 June 2011 
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While the intention is to resolve the issue of Africans entering Israel to seek asylum, 
analysts note that this policy may not be effective, and may make matters worse.  The 
Christian Science Monitor reported that Michael Kagan, an expert in refugee law, stated 
"[t]here are many walls and barriers to migration like this around the world, some of 
them do prevent migrants and asylum seekers from reaching their destinations, but 
many of them don’t actually reduce the numbers but simply make the journey more 
dangerous.”14 Kagan notes than the wall between Mexico and the US has not reduced 
the number of immigrants achieving entry, it has only made the journey more difficult 
and therefore increased the number of deaths that occur along the journey. 

ARDC is gravely concerned that many thousands in need of protection and 
transiting through Egypt, where they are still in danger, will be denied the 
opportunity to apply for protection in Israel. 

 3.2 Detention facility in Negev 
 
On November 28, 2010 the Knesset signed into law a proposal to construct a detention 
facility in the Negev desert designed to hold thousands of African refugees both 
presently in the country and anticipated to arrive.  The proposed facility, reported to 
be capable of housing up to 10,000 people, is another example of Netanyahu’s efforts 
to stem refugee flows into Israel.  While very few details about the facility have been 
publicly released, it seems that it is intended to provide asylum seekers with nothing 
more than basic needs until they can return to their countries, or a third party agrees 
to absorb them.  Various NGOs have come out against the facility arguing that it will 
fail to uphold a series of international conventions to which Israel is a signatory.  
Primarily advocates argue that a lack of acceptable education, and the uprooting of 
families who have adjusted to life in their respective Israeli cities, fails to provide the 
basic human needs and decency.   

The lack of information being released in connection with the facility, and other related 
refugee projects, illustrates a pattern of nontransparent behavior.  The government has 
consistently failed to provide the public with substantive information regarding plans 
and policies related to the refugee situation, arguably in an effort to stifle public 
debate.  By keeping civil society and the media un-informed of specific government 
plans and policies, it is difficult to critically appraise the plan and generate public 
condemnation when warranted.   

The projected cost or timeline for construction is still unknown.15 

ARDC is opposed to the facility on the ground that it will substantially or 
completely deny asylum seekers’ freedom of movement and undermine their right 
to liberty. Additionally, ARDC is gravely concerned that those held in detention 
                                                
14 

ibid. 
15 Hartman, Ben. “Gov’t: Number of African Migrants Reaches High for 2011” Jerusalem Post (Israel), 16 June 
2011 
<http://www.jpost.com/NationalNews/Article.aspx?ID=225180&R=R1&utm_source=twitterfeed&utm_medium=tw
itter> at 16 June 2011 
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will inevitably include children who were attending school and individuals who 
were enrolled in academic and other education institutions.  Further, the detention 
facility will inflict further psychological trauma particularly on children and 
youth. 

 3.3 Withholding the right to work 

In November 2010, the Ministry of Interior (MoI) began explicitly printing on 
Conditional Release Visas that the document does not allow its holder to work.  This 
change in policy places a large percentage of the refugee population at risk, as 
Conditional Release Visas are the category of visa most often assigned to asylum 
seekers.   

William Tall, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees representative in Israel, told 
the Jerusalem Post that, “[i]f the African refugees are not allowed to work, the 
government will have an enormous humanitarian crisis on its hands and a public 
relations disaster.” Additionally, the UNHCR has “made it clear to the Ministry of 
Interior and the Ministry of Justice, that if the African refugees are not allowed to 
work, we will consider the state responsible for their well-being. They are refugees 
whether the government calls them that or not. If the government starts enforcing the 
law and employers stop hiring the refugees, thousands of them will be in Levinsky 
Park in Tel Aviv within days,” Tall said.16  

However, on January 20, 2011 the High Court announced that the government could 
not begin fining companies that employed asylum seekers holding Conditional Release 
Visas until the detention facility in the Negev is completed (see Section 3.2).  The 
decision provides temporary protection for employers against prosecution, rather than 
security of refugee employees holding Conditional Release Visas.  Moreover, the 
detention facility is reportedly designed to hold approximately 10,000 asylum seekers, 
less than one third of the total asylum seeking population in Israel today.  As a result, 
the thousands of individuals living outside of the facility will be unable to secure either 
legal employment or access welfare services in Israel in order to meet their basic 
human needs.  

On June 15, 2011 a press release issued by PIBA quoted the head of the authority, 
Amnon Ben-Yishai, as stating that it was prepared to act against Israelis who are 
employing migrants without proper documentation.  Ben Yishai was also quoted as 
saying that once the Negev detention facility is complete the PIBA will begin to direct 
its efforts against illegal migrants.17 

ARDC is gravely concerned that without the right to work, the estimated 25,000 
asylum seekers who will not be held in the proposed detention facility will be at 
                                                
16 

Friedman, Ron.  “New Forms for African Migrants Make Working Illegal” Jerusalem Post (Israel), 19 November 
2011. 
<http://www.jpost.com/LandedPages/PrintArticle.aspx?id=195977> at 1 June 2011 
17 Hartman, Ben.  “623 African Migrants Illegally Entered Israel in June” Jerusalem Post (Israel), 15 June 2011 
<http://www.jpost.com/Headlines/Article.aspx?id=225094> at 15 June 2011 
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risk of homelessness and the social consequences of poverty. The most vulnerable 
section of the population, including women and children, will be exposed to 
further abuse. 

ARDC also draws attention to a further twist in the right to work. Haaretz reported in 
March 2011 that Eritrean asylum seekers had been hired by the government to help 
construct the fence along the border.18 Thus while it was moving to remove the right to 
work, it was opportunistically accessing this large workforce for its own benefit. 

 3.4 Prevention of Infiltration law 
 
On March 30, 2011 the Knesset passed the first reading of a “Prevention of 
Infiltration” bill (after it a similar bill last year was abandoned) designed to allow the 
government to hold anyone found entering the country illegally for up to three years. 
The government submitted the bill to the Knesset two days before the conclusion of its 
session, in a move analysts believe was meant to avoid public knowledge and scrutiny 
of the legislation.  In July 2010 a similar bill was presented before the Knesset, but 
was eventually dropped due to public outcry.   
 
The bill prevents the release of asylum seekers whom the state cannot legally deport, 
due to the internationally recognized dangerous conditions in their place of origin. The 
legislation also seeks to impose significant penalties on Israelis who are caught 
assisting the asylum seekers who enter the country or elude authorities. Under the 
legislation being debated, aiding and abetting could result in a prison sentence of up to 
15 years. The bill was passed nearly unanimously with a vote of 42-5.  Sponsors claim 
the legislation is intended to deter asylum seekers from crossing the long and porous 
Israeli-Egyptian border. 
 
The law states that any asylum seeker or refugee, including children, who originate 
from a region that is deemed dangerous to Israeli security, are ineligible for release. 
The bill’s provision to hold infiltrators for three years is a gross increase from the 
current law that allows for only 60 continuous days of detention. The new law would 
also invalidate the current policy that requires the government to release asylum 
seekers whom the state would not be legally able to deport.   
 
 3.5 Hot returns 
 
A recent report published by Human Rights Watch (HRW) reveals Israel has sent 
more than 136 African refugees crossing the south-western border back to Egypt, in 
direct violation of international law. On December 9, HRW claimed that Egyptian 
border patrols killed 28 individuals crossing into Israel in 2010, many of whom were 
seeking asylum. Egyptian authorities have thus far not investigated the shootings.  
Israel’s practice of refoulement directly violates the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status 

                                                
18 Weilar-Polak, “African refugees hired to build fence to keep migrants out of Israel”, Haaretz (Israel), 10 March 
2011. <http://www.haaretz.com/print-edition/news/african-refugees-hired-to-build-fence-to-keep-migrants-out-of-
israel-1.348212> at 16 June 2011 
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of Refugees (Refugee Convention), to which it is a signatory. Article 33 of the 
convention states “No Contracting State shall expel or return (“refouler”) a refugee in 
any manner whatsoever to the frontiers of territories where his life or freedom would 
be threatened on account of his race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 
social group or political opinion.”19   
 
There have been reports that members of the IDF have refused to take part in the 
returning of asylum seekers back to Egypt. Soldiers claim that they are aware of the 
atrocities many face on the other side of the border, and have refused to take part in 
the process of refoulement.20 
 
ARDC is deeply concerned by the MoI’s blatant violations of the Refugee 
Convention and the 1967 Protocol and the spread of hatred toward foreigners 
among the Israeli public. As we continue our efforts to advocate for permanent and 
comprehensive immigration policy in 2011, ARDC calls on the Israeli government 
to respect its obligations under international human rights and refugee law and 
safeguard the rights of individuals seeking protection within its borders. 
 
 
4. THE RIGHT TO SEEK AND ENJOY ASYLUM 
 
 4.1 Continued reluctance to grant refugee status 

No recognized refugees from Africa in the past 12 months and refusal to review all cases 
individually 

Israel is very reluctant to grant refugee status and since its establishment in 1948, only 
less than 140 individuals have been recognized as refugees under the Refugee 
Convention. During 2010 and to date in 2011, no Africans have been granted status.  

Israel refuses to review all individual asylum requests by nationals of Eritrea, Sudan, 
Democratic Republic of Congo and the Côte d’Ivoire and permit them to enter the 
asylum application system, known as the Refugee Status Determination (RSD) 
process. They are instead granted prima facie group-based protection (an unstable, 
short-term status with severely limited rights) provided that they can establish they are 
citizens of one of these countries.  

In cases where the state elects to provide group protection, ARDC calls on the 
government to ensure that such protection includes certain rights, such as access to 
health. Additionally, after a certain period of time, the state must provide the option 
for residence providing applicants fulfill certain criteria. 

                                                
19 Human Rights Watch. “Egypt: End Trafficker’s Abuse of Migrants”. 9 December 2010, 
<http://www.hrw.org/en/news/2010/12/09/egypt-end-traffickers-abuse-migrants>. 
20 Pfeffer, Anshel. “IDF Reserve Refuses to Carry Out Return of African Refugees to Egypt”, Haaretz (Israel), 22 
April 2011 
<http://www.haaretz.com/print-edition/news/idf-reserve-refuses-to-carry-out-return-of-african-refugees-to-egypt-
1.357493> at 15 June 2011 
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Cases of disputed nationality 

Thousands of asylum seekers are routinely imprisoned until their status is determined. 
This has led to numerous cases of contested nationality as many arrive without 
documentation such as passports, identification cards or birth certificates. Eritreans, 
the largest group of asylum seekers, face a particular challenge as they are frequently 
identified by authorities as Ethiopians (who are not afforded group protection) 
because of the long and complex history between these states. Those from Eritrea, 
Sudan, Democratic Republic of Congo and the Côte d’Ivoire whose identity is not 
recognized, do not receive group protection and are therefore not released from prison.  

Further, contested nationality may arise for other national groups. Anyone whose 
nationality is contested is not permitted to start the RSD procedure to determine their 
eligibility for refugee status, which may also result in their continued detention. The 
Israeli authorities thus use contested nationalities as a pretext to prevent both release 
from prison and procedures to review asylum requests. 

National Status Granting Body 

A petition filed by ARDC in the District Court came to a close on May 1, 2011 with 
Judge Moshe Yoad Cohen ruling that the MoI was required to publish information 
regarding the asylum process within 60 days of the ruling. ARDC filed the petition 
under the Freedom of Information Law in February 2010, in response to the MoI’s 
failure to provide information regarding the rulings and procedures of the National 
Status Granting Body (NSGB). The information has not yet been released at the date 
of this report. 

The NSGB, comprised of four members from the Ministries of Interior, Justice and 
Foreign affairs, processes all the asylum applications. The board’s recommendations 
are forwarded to the MoI for final approval. Its decisions and rationale for its decisions 
are not provided to the applicants and therefore limits the effectiveness of any appeal 
process.   

In a separate action, ARDC submitted an application to the Director of the Israel, 
Population, Immigration and Border Authority in 2010 to have information regarding 
practices and policies released. The information released from the appeal revealed that 
during the NSGB’s meetings in 2008 and 2009 the committee discussed the application 
of 52 asylum applicants, out of a pool of 3,211 requests. The bulk of the applications 
were rejected without discussion of the strength of the case. Of the 3,211 applications 
filed, only three asylum requests were granted. In other words, less than 0.1 percent of 
all applications. Despite the provision of the information, ARDC decided not to 
withdraw its case from court due to the fact that requested information, regarding the 
influence of the UNHCR and the Refugee Status Determination Department (an 
internal MoI office) on asylum cases, was not provided.   
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Obstacles to naturalization for recognized refugees in Israel 

Israel lacks the legal mechanism for a refugee to become naturalized citizen.  Recently, 
the MoI denied a recognized refugee from Ethiopia permanent status. Dr. Yuval 
Livnat of the Refugees Rights Clinic at Tel Aviv University has led a petition on behalf 
of his client. The man has been in Israel since 1999 and both he and his family hold A/5 
visas. Despite the length of time spent in the country, the minister who denied his 
request claims that the temporary status granted is an appropriate balance between the 
rights of a refugee to a stable life and that of Israel’s protection of its sovereignty.   

The courts will hear the case on June 27, 2011. 

 
4.2 New regulations for the asylum regime 
 

Overview 
 
On January 2, 2011 the MoI presented new regulations to the refugee status 
determination process (RSD).  One of the major changes is that asylum seekers 
attempting to receive recognized status must now submit applications with the PIBA 
within one year of arriving in Israel.  The government argues that this measure is 
intended to prevent migrant workers from applying for refugee status after their work 
visas expire, however, the effect will be felt strongly by refugees who obtained work 
visas as a means of quickly leaving their country, and yet have legitimate and pressing 
asylum claims.  Under the new policies, intended to expedite the RSD process, the 
MoI conducts interviews with asylum applicants upon their first contact with them, 
either at the detention facilities or at the Infiltrator Registration Unit at Lod.  If upon 
conclusion of the interview, the asylum seeker is not believed to have a legitimate claim 
supported by the Refugee Convention, the application is rejected “out of hand” and the 
applicant is vulnerable to immediate detention.  The appeal process requires the 
prohibitive expense of hiring legal representation.  If no appeal is filed within the 72-
hour window, the individual is immediately slated for deportation.   

ARDC is equally concerned with the new policy’s failure to address the issue of group 
protection.  Israel’s unofficial group protection policies fail to address the important 
issues of social and economic rights of asylum seekers from recognized conflict areas.    

Sudden and unannounced closure of Lod office 

In November 2010, the Lod office of the Interior Ministry’s Population Immigration 
and Border Authority, the sole government agency capable of granting conditional 
releases and visas to asylum seekers, closed without warning for six weeks.  As a 
result, many asylum seekers were barred from registering with the MoI upon release 
from detention.  Without legal documents the asylum seekers were vulnerable to arrest 
and detention. Applicants looking to renew their conditional release visas after 
expiration were similarly unable to do so, leading to legal complications and 
vulnerability 
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Increased number of arrests at MoI’s Lod office 

Earlier this year, ARDC was aware of dozens of cases where asylum seekers have 
chosen to retain illegal status rather than visit the Lod office where they faced the risk 
of arrest.  This was a result of the new regulations which included a provision allowing 
the MoI to reject an application “out of hand”. This leads to the immediate arrest of the 
applicant and potential deportation.  

Mr A. from Colombia  

Earlier this year a Colombian man who arrived in Israel on a tourist visa attempted to 
file an asylum request with the MoI at the Lod offices. The MoI instructed Mr. A to 
return to the offices for a follow up appointment on the day his visa was due to expire. 
When the man presented an asylum application letter, written with the assistance of 
the ARDC, the MoI officials began a process of intimidation.  The officials threw the 
application at Mr. A, and interrogated him as to why an educated non-African man 
would seek help from ARDC before approaching the MoI with his asylum case.  The 
interviewer inquired as to why the man was staring in his eyes and threatened that if 
he continued to look at him in the eyes “it would end badly” for him.  Mr. A was then 
arrested on the spot, as is part of procedure, and eventually deported back to 
Colombia. The man also reported that during his time in the MoI he witnessed the 
African asylum seekers being consistently mistreated by government officials.   

ARDC has filed complaints with the Lod office and has received curt responses.  In 
regards to the case above, ARDC sent a letter to Dudu Weitzman, head of the Unit for 
Questioning of Infiltrators and Refugees at Lod, and received a response that rejected 
all responsibility and directed all further questions to subordinate offices.  Procedural 
defects within the MoI and pertaining to the RSD are the main culprit of 
inconsistencies in the process.   

Mr. J from Ghana 

In early 2011 an asylum seeker from a small village in Ghana, who could only speak 
the local tribal language traveled to Lod to file his request.  He brought a friend who 
was to serve as a translator, and was also an asylum seeker who had not yet entered 
the process.  The MoI officials did not let the man be interviewed but instead arrested 
both Mr. J and the translator.  This case was taken on by the Hotline for Migrant 
Workers and the two were released from detention.   

 4.3 Flaws in today’s asylum process 

Failure to provide transcript of initial interview 

Up until one month ago, asylum seekers and their representatives have been barred 
from reviewing transcripts of their initial interview and were only provided with a 
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copy.  These interviews are typically conducted in prison upon arrival in Israel, 
without the assistance of a representative.  The MoI ultimately rejects a majority of 
asylum applications on the grounds that the claimant lacks sufficient credibility.  
Furthermore, the MoI points to contradictions between the applicants’ case taken from 
the initial interview and subsequent application material.   

Failure to explain a negative decision  

ARDC has observed that whilst changes in the RSD process and MoI policy are 
aimed at increasing efficiency and rendering decisions on cases in an expedited 
manner, the fairness of the asylum process has been substantially compromised.  Until 
July 2009, while UNHCR was responsible for processing asylum seekers in Israel, 
applicants would receive comprehensive letters explaining the committee’s decision to 
either approve or deny the claim.   

Today, ARDC volunteers have noticed that rejection letters seem to come in template 
form, failing to address specific issues in the case and neglecting to provide the 
rationale for decision.  Additionally letters have been signed by people who are no 
longer employed by the MoI.  It has been noted that these policy changes began in 
earnest after the appointment of Mr. Dudu Weitzman as head of the Lod MoI office.  

This limitation on information greatly impinges on the ability of asylum seekers and 
their representatives to appeal a negative decision. A system such as the present one 
that withholds evidences and does not provide reasons for its decisions means that an 
effective case cannot be built to reverse the decision. This can have potentially life or 
death consequences. Those whose applications and appeals are rejected are deported 
to their country of origin and face the risk of further abuse and torture or even death. 

Presumption of truth not upheld 

The policy of the MoI has been that while undergoing the summary stage of the RSD 
process there is a presumption of truth.  That is to say that the stories presented by the 
applicant are taken to be honest and their application is assessed from there.  
However, ARDC has witnessed that clients stories’ are being subject to intense 
scrutiny, and has received general feedback that the MoI has failed to uphold the 
presumption of truth.  The assessment of a claim as fraudulent in the initial stage is in 
contradiction to legal practices and self-stated policies.   

Removal of process to appeal negative decision for temporary group protection 

Where there is a negative decision in an application for temporary group protection, 
ARDC has observed that the appeal process has been effectively eliminated. Since 
Dudu Weitzman’s appointment as the head of the Lod offices, applicants whose 
identity has been rejected will not be allowed to contest that decision. There is no in-
built appeal process leaving the only avenue for appeal through the court. However, 
this is not expressed in the rejection letter provided to the applicant. Since September 
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2010, ARDC has observed that that the MoI will not reconsider any case that it has 
rejected and closed. 

No independent appellate tribunal for some RSD cases 

Where an applicant is notified that they have a period of 14 days in which to appeal a 
negative decision, there is no independent body to review their appeal. There is no 
option but to appeal to the very same committee within the RSD unit that was 
responsible for considering their application in the first instance.  

Reduced period of time to appeal a negative decision 

There have been further inconsistencies in regards to the appeal process for those 
undergoing the RSD process.   Since the release of the new regulations in early 2011, 
rejection letters have begun to change both the period of time and venue in which an 
applicant must submit an appeal.  Previously, an applicant would have 14 days in 
which to appeal directly to the MoI.  Today, ARDC has noted that some applicants 
have received letters in which they are instructed that they have only seven days in 
which to file an appeal. It is unclear why some applicants have 14 days in which to file 
an appeal while others receive only seven days. 

Additionally, those who receive only seven days to appeal must do so to the District 
Court. This new appeal process necessitates legal representation for the applicant, a 
financial burden that many cannot bear effectively denying an applicant his or her 
right to appeal.   

Document confiscation  

ARDC has observed that there are numerous cases of documents being confiscated 
from applicants at the Lod office.  Several ARDC clients have had their identification 
documents—necessary for a successful asylum application—taken by office clerks 
without receipts or photocopies being given to the applicant in return.  Applicants 
have not been successful in retrieving documentation confiscated at the office.  ARDC 
volunteers have instructed asylum seekers to be wary at government offices and ensure 
that they keep close guard of personal documents.    

Inconsistencies between near identical cases and supporting documents 

ARDC has witnessed glaring inconsistencies in the way similar cases are treated by the 
MoI, pointing to a lack of a coherent policy.  Cases brought before the MoI with 
similar supporting evidence are often treated differently.  

Furthermore, the government has failed to provide guidelines dictating which 
documents are necessary to sufficiently establish identity to obtain group protection 
status.  ARDC has witnessed that supporting documentation that are sufficient in one 
case fail to meet government requirements in a similar, subsequent case.  Without a 
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coherent policy, applicants must navigate an arbitrary process where it is unclear what 
documentation must be provided to ensure a successful application.   

ARDC has witnessed cases where asylum seekers have been granted group protection 
status and have been awarded renewals, but upon reapplication, are denied.  The 
applicants are informed that the MoI has changed their ruling, and now believes that 
the documentation provided by the applicant is no longer sufficient in establishing 
identity or alternatively that the documents are fake.   

Differing validity periods for Conditional Release Visas 

As early as April 2011, ARDC began to observe a change in the valid periods of 
Conditional Release Visas.  Some applicants continue to receive the standard three-
month visa, while others have begun to receive four-month visas.  There has been no 
published report detailing the change in government policy. ARDC welcomes any 
extension in the protection afforded to asylum seekers, however, is concerned that this 
move highlights a lack of consistency and transparency in the asylum regime.   

No recognition of the family unit 
 
Family unity is not a recognized consideration in the asylum process in Israel.  There 
are numerous cases where a couple is made up of an Eritrean and Ethiopian.  As the 
policy currently stands, an Eritrean spouse will receive temporary group protection 
and be protected from deportation, a privilege not awarded to his or Ethiopian spouse.  
Due to domestic laws in Eritrea and Ethiopia, they cannot reside there, a reality that is 
not considered by the MoI.  Without the couple securing legal representation to 
present their case, the MoI will not recognize the marriage as being a deterrent in the 
deportation of one or both of the spouses.  
 
There have been numerous stories of families being subject to division due to 
discrepancies in the asylum process. 
 
The case of Ms. G and Mr. M 
 
ARDC observed a case in which a Filipino woman and a Sudanese man who were 
married and had a child had to undergo a harrowing process to remain together in the 
face of deportations.  The couple met in Lebanon where their child was later born.  
They returned to the husband’s native Sudan, but due to the violence sought refuge in 
Israel.  The MoI has granted the husband group protection status, which has been 
extended to his son. The Filipino mother, on the other hand, enjoys no such protection 
and is at risk for deportation.   
 
The case of Mr. F 

Mr. F left his native Guinea for Israel when he was only 15.  When he arrived in Israel 
and was held in detention he was subject to age tests to verify how old he was.  The 
tests results claimed that he was much older than he was claiming and was therefore 
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not treated as a minor.  There have been numerous petitions against this process due to 
the inconsistencies and the large margin of error, especially at ages on the cusp of 
reaching adulthood.  The rejection of being granted status as a minor has complicated 
the RSD process and prevented Mr. F from receiving protection, even after being 
adopted by an Israeli family.  His case for asylum has already been rejected once, and 
is currently being appealed.   

Procedural irregularities in the asylum process 

ARDC has observed numerous cases that reveal the irregularities that occur in the 
asylum process.  

Mr K. from the DRC 

ARDC assisted a Congolese asylum seeker who had been subject to 19 months of 
incarceration at Ketziot Prison before he was able to receive his Condition Release 
Visa.  This extended incarceration defies numerous international and domestic laws, 
including the Israeli Entry Law that states that entrants can be held for no more than 
60 consecutive days.  The case of this asylum seeker serves to highlight the 
incongruities in the Israeli asylum process.  The man fled his native North Kivu 
province of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in January 2009 due to the rise 
of violence between the Hutus and Tutsis in his village.  Like many others, Mr. K 
traveled through the Sudan and Egypt until he arrived at the Israel-Egypt border.   

From July 2009 to March 2011 Mr. K was held in prison while the Refugee Status 
Determination officials failed to conduct a series of required practices to identify and 
verify the asylum seeker.  The MoI claims that the delay was due in part to a lack of 
French translators.  Eventually Mr. K was provided with a translator and interview, 
however, the judge who read through Mr. K's case neglected to provide the applicant 
with sufficient information as to the results of the interviews and process.  
Furthermore, throughout his detention Mr. K was required to sign various documents 
in Hebrew, even though he could not understand.   

The judge assigned to the case (who ARDC was unable to identify) claimed that Mr. 
K lacked a sufficient asylum claim, and in reality was a migrant worker, for whom 
Israel had no patience.  With help from UNHCR and the Hotline for Migrant 
Workers, Mr. K was released from Ketziot Prison in March 2011.  He was, however, 
released without any protection papers.  Mr. K approached ARDC for assistance to 
gain status. As a result of ARDC’s efforts to prove Mr. K’s Congolese nationality, a 
Conditional Release Visa was granted on May 1, 2011 protecting Mr. K from 
deportation for at least four months.   
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4.4 A particularly vulnerable national group: Ivorian asylum seekers 
 

Since the beginning of a rash of violence that has accompanied a regime change in 
Côte d’Ivoire, Ivorian refugees have been awarded group status.  This provision allows 
them to remain in the country for at least four months and protects them from 
deportation until the time when their visa is renewed and the case reassessed. As such, 
by virtue of being Ivorian, much like being Sudanese or Eritrean, the refugee is 
granted protection from being deported due to the dangerous conditions in their 
country of origin.  Group status protection was awarded to Ivorians once before but 
was soon repealed and protection against deportation was lost.   
 
ARDC has observed the Ivorian who have fallen under this category have been forced 
to sign documents that state that they will leave the country after a given period of 
time in return for the a Conditional Release Visa.  There have been numerous 
documented inconsistencies between MoI branch offices providing the visas. Some 
have refused to provide visas while others have required the signing of the documents 
stating they will leave Israel.  ARDC has observed that NGO lawyers have urged the 
Ivorian refugees to sign the documents if required, but to add a statement saying they 
are doing so under protest.  Furthermore, volunteers have noted that the French 
translation provided to Ivorian refugees does not match with the Hebrew version of 
the document.  Given that asylum seekers are expected to sign a document promising 
to leave the country after a set period of time, analysts believe that the government 
plans on discontinuing group protection for Ivorians within a few months. 
 
Mr. R from the Côte d’Ivoire 
 
To highlight the discrepancies in the process, ARDC was involved in a case where the 
application of a Ivorian man, undergoing the RSD process, was rejected 
notwithstanding the fact that he possessed identity documents proving his origin. This 
ought to have made him eligible for group protection.  However, when Mr. R 
attempted to secure his Conditional Release Visa, he was informed that he had been 
deleted from the system.  Mr. R was instructed that before the MoI would award him 
a temporary visa, he would need to receive documentation from the RSD review board 
stating his eligibility for group status protection.  ARDC volunteers working on Mr. 
R’s case were confused by these orders, as Mr. R was already in possession of all 
necessary documentation to receive group protection, and they have never witnessed 
an applicant being told to retrieve supporting documentation from another government 
bureau.   
 
 
5. INCREASING RATES OF ABUSE AND TORTURE IN THE SINAI 
 
The past year has witnessed major changes in the ARDC's humanitarian departments 
as a direct result of a marked increase in the number of victims of sexual abuse.  A 
majority of the women who reside in our transitional shelter report having been raped 
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and/or tortured at the hands of their Bedouin smugglers and arrive in Israel in 
desperate need of medical care.  

The ARDC has adapted to meet these changing conditions, and as such has begun to 
offer increased psychological counseling and access to medical care to meet the needs 
of the arriving refugees.  Women as young as 15 have arrived in need of care after 
being sexually abused en route to Israel at a rate of one or two per week.  The shelter 
system handles 3 to 5 requests for housing per week.  However, due to limited funding 
and capacity, the center can only absorb around half this number.      

M from Nigeria 

The issue of Sinai detentions is best highlighted through a story of a Nigerian woman, 
referred to only as M. to protect her privacy, who sought out the assistance of ARDC 
upon arrival in Tel Aviv.  M. and her three-year-old son have been housed in ARDC’s 
transitional shelter since their release from Ketziot Prison.  Since arriving in early May 
2011, M. has shared her story of survival with the ARDC staff.   

After the death of her husband in a car accident, M. was forced to flee due to threat of 
death at the hands of her husband’s family who did not approve the marriage.  M. was 
offered help from a woman who promised to assist her in her quest to flee to safety, 
and soon found herself in the Sinai desert seeking refuge in Israel.     

M. and her son were held captive by smugglers, hired to bring her across the border 
into Israel, for 15 months. This is the longest period of captivity ARDC has 
encountered in the three years it has operated emergency accommodation for homeless 
refugee women.  The smugglers demanded a higher fee than was originally agreed 
upon, and when she could not arrange additional funds, she was repeatedly raped, 
beaten and tortured.  The attacks continued throughout the duration of her captivity.  
M. was also forced to watch as her son was buried and tortured to the brink of death.   

When the father of the smugglers realized the situation in which M. and her son were 
being held, she was released and succeeded in crossing the Israeli border.  Upon 
arrival, the IDF picked up M. and she was transferred to Ketziot Prison for several 
months where her mental health deteriorated.  After conducting their research the 
government concluded that M. was to be deported to Nigeria, however, her refusal to 
board the plan provided the prison social workers the time to appeal the process and 
have her released.   

Today with the help of ARDC, M. has begun to adjust to a new life.  Volunteers have 
assisted M. as she attends the various medical appointments needed to ensure that she 
is regaining her strength.  M. has also found a job in a local kindergarten and has 
begun the process of achieving self-sufficiency.  Work on M.'s case is ongoing as the 
organization is involved in helping M. secure her status and protection against 
deportation.  ARDC is working to ensure that M. and her son receive protection in 
Israel.  As Nigeria is not recognized as a country of immediate danger, M. is at risk of 
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deportation.  However, M. is from Osu tribe in Nigeria, which places her on the 
lowest level of a caste like system and subjects her to grave abuses.  The threats that 
she faces by returning home, including the threats to the life of her child, constitute a 
grave danger.   

6. SUMMARY 

The asylum seekers in Israel today have mostly arrived from war-torn and politically 
unstable countries such as Eritrea, Sudan and the Côte d’Ivoire in hope of finding 
safety. These are countries with appalling human rights records and are known by the 
Israeli government to be unstable. However, daily life in Israel for the refugee 
population is becoming increasingly difficult and many continue to fight to merely 
survive. 

This results from the increasingly inflammatory and manipulative terms in which 
government representatives describe the refugee issue; the rise of violence and general 
community backlash against the refugee population; and the recent government 
measures to deter further arrivals. ARDC rejects these measures on the grounds that 
they serve the sole purpose of limiting their rights.  Collectively these policies—
primarily designed to discourage entry into Israel by presenting economic 
disincentives—will prove highly ineffective as they fail to address the issue at hand.  
Asylum seekers do not come to Israel seeking economic prosperity.  Instead, they come 
to Israel in search of protection from persecution. 

Over the course of the last year, ARDC has witnessed the deterioration in the asylum 
application process in Israel which have been revealed through its individualized 
service to assist those seeking refugee status or temporary group protection. For 
instance, ARDC is highly alarmed by document confiscations, unexplainable 
inconsistencies in the treatment of near identical cases and the increased number of 
arrests during the registration process. Additionally, the Ministry of Interior fails to 
provide applicants with specific explanations for their rejections, to allow asylum 
seekers access any of the information considered in their cases, to provide an appeal to 
an independent tribunal in all cases and to recognise the principle of family unity. 

A flawed decision may cost a claimant his or her life or liberty as those whose 
applications are rejected are deported to their country of origin to potentially face 
further abuse, torture or death. For this reason, we advocate for a fair and transparent 
system. 

7. RECOMMENDATIONS 

ARDC urges the Israeli government to: 

• establish and publish a comprehensive legal framework based on the principles of 
the 1951 Refugee Convention, the 1967 Protocol and international refugee law 
and publish it in the interest of transparency and consistency; 



 

- African Refugee Development Center - 

[ P A G E  2 0 ]  

• commit to efficiently and fairly determine the claims of all asylum seekers by 
devoting resources and introducing procedural fairness; 

• ensure that the Israeli-Egyptian border is not closed to asylum seekers, who must 
be guaranteed access to the asylum process in Israel; 

• afford all asylum seekers with the basic right to dignity which includes reinstating 
the right to work pending the outcome of their application for protection and 
introducing the right to government-sponsored welfare and medical care; 

• improve the terms of group protection afforded to nationals of countries 
determined by the government as recommended by UNHCR; 

• ensure an independent appeal process; 
• engage ARDC, other NGOs and the refugee population in the development of a 

solution of what Israel realistically can and should do in accordance with 
international law; 

• cease incorrectly and deliberately referring to asylum seekers as ‘infiltrators’ and 
‘economic migrants’; and 

• provide absorption facilities for recognized refugees. 

 


