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F 

oreign-funded non-gov-
ernmental organisations in 
Israel criticised a new law 
which they say will stifle 
them on the grounds that 

they are outspoken about Israeli 
violations in Palestinian lands.

The law would muzzle 27 non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) 
that receive funding mostly from 
the European Union which have 
been outspoken about Israeli ac-
tions against Palestinians in the 
West Bank and the Gaza Strip.

“The bill will allow for the del-
egitimisation of Israeli human rights 
NGOs,” said Amjad Iraqi, an inter-
national advocacy coordinator at 
Adalah, the Legal Centre for Arab 
Minority Rights in Israel, one of the 
affected NGOs. “It will also allow 
for NGOs to be treated as foreign 
entities working against Israel, en-
couraging the public to view human 
rights as something dirty.”

He said Adalah would fight the 
law but declined to say what steps it 
would take.

The law was passed July 11th on a 
57-48 vote in the Israeli parliament. 
It goes into effect January 1st, 2017, 
but NGOs have until June 2018 to 
submit their first reports, said Yariv 
Oppenheimer, director-general of 
Peace Now, another affected NGO.

A handful of Israel-based NGOs 
linked to the country’s ruling hard-
line cabinet are exempt from the 
law since their funding is consid-
ered “private”, coming from Jewish 
foundations and individuals abroad 
and are vehemently opposed to Pal-
estinian statehood.

The brainchild of Israeli Jus-
tice Minister Ayelet Shaked — and 
backed by Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu — the law’s stated inten-
tion is to increase transparency with 
new reporting guidelines on NGOs 
that receive more than half of their 
funding from foreign governments.

Right-wing Israeli politicians 
accuse Europe of being overly in-

volved in Israel’s internal affairs. 
Shaked said the new law would pre-
vent “the absurd situation in which 
foreign countries interfere in Israel’s 
internal affairs by funding NGOs 
without the Israeli public being 
aware of it”.

The European Union hit back at 
the accusations. A European Com-
mission statement said Europe 
“supports organisations that pro-
mote democracy or help the Pales-

tinians develop their economy and 
governing institutions as a step to-
wards establishing an independent 
state at peace with Israel”. European 
parliamentarians cautioned that the 
Israeli measure could hinder Eu-
rope’s cooperation with Israel.

“The reporting requirements im-
posed by the new law go beyond 
the legitimate need for transparency 
and seem aimed at constraining the 
activities of these civil society or-
ganisations working in Israel,” the 
commission statement said.

The European Commission said 
the law “weakens democracy and 
freedom of expression in Israel”.

Current law requires NGOs to re-
port all sources of funding to Israel’s 
state registrar four times a year. Un-

der the new measure, NGOs that re-
ceive more than 50% of their budget 
from foreign sources must state 
that fact when communicating with 
parliamentary committees during 
meetings, government and public of-
ficials, the media, on billboards and 
on their websites. Violators could be 
fined $7,540.

Iraqi, the Adalah coordinator, 
said: “It’s clear the affected NGOs 
are highly critical of the Israeli gov-
ernment’s policies particularly in 
the occupied Palestinian territories 
and, therefore, they are being spe-
cifically targeted.”

The NGO law was proposed in No-
vember 2015 but was put on hold. 
Bringing it back coincided with 
right-wing organisations claim-

ing left-wing NGOs were “foreign 
agents” in Israel, Iraqi said.

Oppenheimer of Peace Now, 
which is known for its opposition 
to Jewish settlements in the West 
Bank, stated: “The true intention 
of the bill is to divert Israeli public 
discourse away from the occupation 
and to silence opposition to the gov-
ernment’s policies.

“The occupation of Palestine is 
weaker now. There is more criticism 
of Israel for its actions in the West 
Bank and more pressure on Israel 
from abroad.”

Noreen Sadik, based in Israel, is a 
Palestinian-American citizen who 
has written on issues affecting that 
community.

Israeli law on NGOs draws outcry
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Stickers bearing the logo of Peace Now, an Israeli non-governmental organisation that tracks and opposes Jewish settlement in the 
occupied West Bank and East Jerusalem, are seen at its offices in Tel Aviv.
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The regional calculus of Turkish-Israeli reconciliation

I 
t took Turkey and Israel 
nearly six years to turn the 
page on the 2010 Gaza 
flotilla raid. While the 
timing cannot be more 
significant, there are 

questions about the regional 
effect of this rapprochement and 
the calculus behind the simulta-
neous shift in Turkish and Israeli 
policies aimed at rearranging 
their strategic postures in the 
Middle East.

The elements of the reconcilia-
tion agreement were set soon 
after the flotilla crisis: an apology 
from Israel, $20 million compen-
sation for Turkish victims and 
impunity for Israeli soldiers 
involved in the raid.

National pride and domestic 
politics stood in the way of 
sealing the deal but the regional 
calculus of both Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan and 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu has evolved in the 
past two years.

While Netanyahu has a stable 
political environment at home to 
continue realigning Israel’s 
regional interests, Erdogan will 
be looking inward to address the 

repercussions of the recent failed 
coup in Turkey. However, as both 
sides renewed commitment to 
this reconciliation process after 
the coup attempt, two crucial 
areas of interest show how 
difficult is for them to cooperate: 
Gaza Strip and Syria.

Gaza was a contentious issue in 
the reconciliation talks. Netan-
yahu views it as a national 
security priority and Erdogan 
made it a cornerstone of his 
appeal to an increasingly anti-
Israel public in Turkey. The pale 
compromise was for Hamas to 
continue to operate in Turkey as a 
political movement with Ankara 
committing to prevent any Hamas 
activity against Israeli assets on 
Turkish soil. In return, Israel 
would allow Turkey to deliver 
humanitarian aid to Gaza (after 
Israeli inspection).

Netanyahu is seeking to 
reinvent old policy parameters 
towards the Palestinians: reviving 
Egypt’s role as a go-between with 
the Palestinian Authority in the 
West Bank and using Turkey as to 
communicate with Hamas. This 
would give Netanyahu more 
control over diplomacy and will 
subsequently sideline any French 
or US initiative to revive the peace 
process.

While this arrangement might 
further stabilise the situation in 
Gaza, it would remain a thorny 
issue with Ankara, particularly if 
Hamas and Iran rekindle their 
coordination and set new con-
frontation rules. Even though 
Turkey is gaining influence in 
Gaza, the agreement with Israel 

will test its relations with Hamas.
In Syria, there is a much 

different strategic environment 
as both Turkey and Israel border 
the war-torn country. Israeli 
involvement in Syria has mostly 
been limited to targeting Hezbol-
lah’s efforts to build military 
capabilities in the Golan Heights, 
while Turkey is primarily con-
cerned about the activities of the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
in Syria and the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) in Iraq.

Erdogan’s animosity towards 
Israel and the Syrian regime have 
hindered Turkey’s ability to 
prevent attacks from the Islamic 
State (ISIS) or contain the territo-
rial expansionism of Kurdish 
groups. Turkey was unable to 
acquire US-manufactured drones 
to detect Kurdish rebels in 
mountainous areas because the 
US Congress was concerned about 
its anti-Israel rhetoric. The 
Turkish request to extradite 
Islamic preacher Fethullah Gulen 
from the United States for his 
alleged role in the coup will likely 
further strain relations between 
Washington and Ankara. The 
Turkish government will be more 
inclined to request Israeli drones 
instead.

Two factors prevent meaningful 
cooperation in Syria: Israel will 
not risk challenging US-Russian 
support of Syrian Kurdish groups 
and Turkey cannot risk being 
overtly in coordination with Israel 
in Syria.

Against this backdrop came the 
July 13th announcement that 
Ankara is considering restoring 

relations with Syria. Erdogan 
seems to believe that cooperation 
with Assad is the only way to 
deter Kurdish groups in Syria. It 
will be hard for Ankara to cut its 
losses in the Syrian conflict and it 
is increasingly obvious that the 
Syrian political opposition will be 
further marginalised and Turkish-
backed Syrian groups will likely 
serve as a proxy in the fight 
against Kurdish fighters.

Turkish-Israeli relations face 
barriers that prevent any long-
term meaningful cooperation 
even if both countries are eager to 
end their regional isolation. The 
secret talks between Israel and 
Turkey were triggered by Turkey’s 
shooting down of a Russian 
warplane last November. Mend-
ing fences with Israel was a 
calculated move to balance 
Russia’s diplomatic and economic 
retaliation against Ankara. If 
Turkey cannot restore its “zero 
problems” policy, it must at least 
begin by having fewer enemies.

It will be hard for Erdogan to 
quickly walk back six years’ worth 
of anti-Israel rhetoric and Israel 
has learned to live without 
Turkey. The cost-benefit analysis 
for both Erdogan and Netanyahu 
remains a choice between 
strategic interests and domestic 
politics and the regional effect of 
the Turkish-Israeli rapproche-
ment should not be exaggerated 
as long as both leaders are in 
power.

Joe Macaron is a Middle East 
analyst at the Arab Center of 
Washington DC.
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Ankara has committed to 
prevent and cease support 
of any Hamas activity that 
targets Israeli assets on 
Turkish soil.


