
MIDDLE EAST 

TWENTY South Africans from organisations involved in 
electoral issues recently spent two weeks in Israel at the 
Invitation of the Israeli government. They found that most 
Israelis support the peace process under way in their 
country, IDASA staffer Geoff Brown told SHIREEN BADAT. 
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ACLOSE look at the Israeli electoral 
and political system, rather than the 
peace process, was the main purpose 

of a recent visit there bv a group of South 
Africans. 

The Matla Trust, the Independent 
Mediation Service ol South Africa, the 
Consultative Business Movement, the ANC 
and Azapo were among organisations who 
sent representatives on the visit, which coin­
cided with nation-wide municipal elections 
for mayors and city councillors, 

The South Africans round that, despite 
party differences, most Israelis support the 
peace process. It was clear that the elections 
served as an unofficial referendum on the 
peace process initiated by PLO leader Yasser 
Arafat and Israeli premier Yitzhak Rabin. 

The Israeli electoral system is similar to 
the one in which South Africans will partici­
pate on 27 April "It was very interesting to 
observe how proportional representation 
worked in practice/' Brown said. 

The South Africans met Israelis from 
across the political spectrum - from the 
Labour Party to the conservative Likkud 
Party, from the Israeli Communist Party and 
the Arab Democratic Parly As a result they 
heard a range of Israeli opinion on how pro­
portional representation lias worked for the 
past 3(1 years. 

A notable feature of the system is that it 
forces parties to form coalitions. The munici­
pal elections offered a concrete example* 

In Te! Aviv prior to the election, the Likkud 
Party formed an alliance with the far left 
against the Labour Party. Likkud went on to 
win five seats as well as the mayoral seat. But 
Labour won 10 seats. The Likkud mayor then 
formed an alliance with the Labour Party hi 
order to have a strong council. 

'The similarity with South Africa in this 
respect is very great/' Brown said. *We have 
already agreed to the principle ot coalition. 
The major political players are committed to 
a government of national unity and we are 
bound to have the same type of appearance. 

"In parliament it will be interesting to 
observe, especially among ihe smaller par­
ties, the constant alliance shifts that will 
occur on issues ranging from defence poli­
cies to the building of roads/* 

The South Africans learnt a number of 
Important practical lessons in observing the 
election. The most important thing was that 
in order for an election to be a success, the 
parlies need to be well prepared - both tech­
nically and politically. 

But this does not mean the election has to 
be very sophisticated. The group visited a 
voting station set up in the sick bay of a local 
school The polling booth was a simple 

wooden structure, and very simple voter 
information material was used. 

The only sophisticated elements observed 
were, firstly, the Independent Election 
Commission which monitored the campaign 
and polling round the clock. High-tech com­
puter equipment made it possible for the 
commission to know how many people had 
voted at any given time. It was also possible 
to monitor whether additional material was 
required at any of the polling stations. 

Secondly, the political parties also had a 
sophisticated communication arrangement 
which helped them to ensure that voters got 
to the poiLs, There were 3 500 party workers, 
each equipped with a cellular phone. 

"This is very important in the South 
African context- Even though parties may 
have popular support, it is imperative thai 
thev get people to the polls on the actual vot­
ing day/' Brown said. 

In Israel parties were able to monitor vol* 
ing patterns on the day by means of the vot­
ers' roll In the absence of a voters' roll in 
South Africa, good communication system** 
will be all the more vital-

Brown said Ihe most impressive tact of the 
election was that there had only been one 
and a halt percent spoilt papers. "This is 
clearly as a result of the political maturity oi 
the Israeli people," he said. 
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How democratic is Israel? 

GEOFF BROWN responds. 

ISRAEL is a mature, well-developed 
democracy. Israelis enjoy freedom and 
a vibrant civil society exists where a 

great deal of lobbying, facilitation and 
education for democracy takes place. 
Among Israeli citizens there is a notice­
able degree of equality* 

Some 80 percent of the population 
belongs to trade unions. Unions own 20 
percent of the national economy. Kibbut­
zim, where people live communally in a 
system guided by socialist principles* 
own 20 percent of the national economy 

'Tltere is a vast discrepancy 

between Israeli and 

Palestinian standards 

of living' 

It is an exciting, vibrant political system 
to which the people of Israel are very 
Committed. People participate actively in 
political life and membership of political 
parties Is vital A 24-hour demonstration 
corner exists under the bedroom window 
of the prime minister's residence for who­
ever has gripes with government policies. 

But then? is no doubt Palestinians haw 
been given a bad deal by the Israelis- For 
instance, there is a vast discrepancy 
between Israeli and Palestinian standards 
of living. East Jerusalem, occupied by 
Palestinians, has a very poor infrastruc­
ture compared to the west side of the city, 
where the Israelis live 

t l Yasser Arafat 
However, Palestinians are not a major* 

ity in Israel and therefore cannot expect much say in government 
We visited the Gaza Strip as well as the Occupied Territories. 

The distorted economies of these Palestinian areas were clear to 

see. The peace agreement between Israel 
and the PLO commits the Israeli govern-
ment to a policy of economic compensa­
tion to help re-establish these economies. 

A political adviser to Yasser Arafat 
whom we mel said the PLO had no 
choice but to enter into negotiations with 
the Israeli government The PLO no 
longer had the stamina nor the capacity 
to continue the armed struggle-

He likened the agreement signed 
between Arafat and Yitzhak Rabin to our 
Groote Schuur Minute, in which the two 
main players acknowledged each other's 
existence. The intifada continues, how* 
ever, and this is very similar to mass 
action campaigns waged in South Africa. 

'The Israeli Defence Force 

runs democracy education 

courses for army personnel' 

The PLO believes that the peace pro­
cess in Israel is very significant to peace 
in ihe rest of the Middle East and that the 
signing of Ihe accord will have a peaceful 
spill-over effect. Already it seems likely 
that Israel and Syria will conclude an 
agreement over Ihe Golan Heights by Ihe 
end of December. 

The South African group visited the 
Israeli Democratic Institute, which is 
very similar to IDASA. The institute 
facilitates seminars which In turn inform 
state policy We also visited the Adam 
Institute, a training centre for civic edu­
cation and democracy workshops. 

An eye-opener was the democracy 
unit in the Israeli Defence Force. A hill-
time unit staffed by army officers, il runs 
democracy education courses for army 
personnel. It was also strange lor the 
South Africans to meet colonels and 
other high-ranking officers in the Israeli 
Defence Force who are members of the 
Communist and Marxist parties. 

There is no doubt that Israel has been 
an aggressor and that its role in Ihe 
Middle East has left much to be desired 
But there is a lot that South Africans can 

learn from Israel, not only because of the similarity between our 
electoral and political systems but also because of Ihe vibrancy of 
Israeli civil society. 
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