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Dialogue | Middle Fast

African Asylmn Seckers in Isracl;

Berween Jewish Historic Obligation and Palitical Zionist Militancy

By Barak Kalir

Siﬂcr.' 205, an estmared 60,000 asylum scckers from sob-
Saharan Africa, mostly from Britres and Sadan, have entered
Israg] by crossing che border from Egypt. Bscaping thueie countrics,
they arrived in Isezel afrer a lengthy journcy by laed, mastly apera-
wd by smugghng neraorks of Bedowns, Although paping rher
smuggless thousands of delbars, many Afncan asylum scekers en
reure re Iarael have been mped, rurned inro ses shves, kidnapped

for ransom, or even killed for the purposes of trading their organs.

In lTsracd, the presence of Afmean asvlum seckers has
become a major political #soc in recent veass, Although a signatory
ra the 1931 UN Refugee Convenrieon and irs 1967 Oprional Pree-
mcel, [sracl systemarically refuses to grant 4 refogee starus oo A fo-
can asylum seckers, In Fact, the lerach government has boen deing
its urmosr oo rejece the claims of asvlum seckers under the prewnse
af them being cconomic migranss. Ar the same nme, in Januoary
2013 Iseael complered a mulo-million dellas peojecr of fencing s
bisrder wach Egvpt to prevene the entrv of more asylum seekers.

Sincy the completion of the fence, the number of ssylum scckers

who manage o ceoss the border has plommered from o few
thousand poer month to less than a hundred an rthe entire vear of
2001 3,

As tor thase who managed 1o enrer Ismael, the govern:
muent has vowed — as was formally stared by the former [neeios
Minister, Bl Yisha — o “make their lives miscrable unnl they leave
and reiure o where they came from."” Tn official Tscach termano-
loagry, African agylum scckers are referred tooas “infilerarors,” This
rerm originated in the 19505 when armed Palestinian groups ense
ted Israel Ceom Egvpt and Jordan o anack diffeeent tarpers, Pales-

ringan infilrearors were ceiminalized and faced up ro five years in

prisan fer teespassing the border, The resm “infileracors" thus car-
ries 4 highly negarive meaning char s finked to the Tsrach mindser
on natienal secarity and wereorism, and rhos defames an entire po-

pularion of asvlum scekers.

The Isracli maritational deteemination eo ecject the clams

of African asylum seckers is clearly seflecred in the work of rhe

Ruelfugee Starns Detcrmination wait, The anit was ingugossted o
2009 snd e the following three years, processed around 4,000
asvlum applicanons, grannng a refogee sems w1 mere 22 appli-
canrs, This flimsy approval rare is the lowest among Western
countries, OF imporance here is thar for vears [sracl has specis
fically provenred individuals from Eritren and Sudan from submit-
ting their asvlum zpplicanon. Insread, secognizing the dire siruation
in these counrries, lseacl provides “remporary group protection® ro
all BErtreans and Sudanese snd applies che principle of non-
refoulement, However, by imposing s “remporary group. pros
tecton” on Ertreans and Sudencse, who comprise around 81 pee-
cent af the reral popalation of asylum seckers in Iseacl, the govern-
ment evades the very real eventoality of awarding many of them a
refugee status, MNombly, under the Isracli “temparary group pro-
tection,” asylum scekers are not given basic cconemic and social
rights; they do not reccive work permits, health insaranee, social

benefits or any provisions for sheleer and food.

As a dircet resule of the Issacli policy, many asylum
seckers ond up lwing i exrreme poverry, ofren sleeping in public
parks mn south Tel Awviv, one of the poorest urban areas o the
country, Withour basic stabe provisions, ssylom seckers bocome
highly dependent on the aid they eeceive from concerred Tsrach
NGOs Differene NGOs provide asvlom seckers medical care,
legal assistance, food and clothes, secial care, linguistic reaming,
shelrer and many more services thar che state fails o secure for
thenm,

Since 2012, the antagonistc Ismach reatment of asylum
seekers has reached new hesghes, Formally, the government passed
the “Prevennon of Infilieation Law®™ thar allows for the adminiseea-
nve detennon of up o theee years for those who ceoss the boedes
friem Egvpr. Publicly, scveral polincians have unleashed a verm-
nous therorical attack against asylum seckers, referring to them as
eriminals, health hazards, sccurity risks and, in the words of one
MT from the roling Likod pacty, Mir Regev, as ¥a cancer in our
body.” This hostile approach has ser rhe stage for an increasing
number of vialens and racist incidenrs in which Iscacli citizens beat
up African asvlam seckers on the sercet, threw bricks into shops
and buars that wre associneed with asylum seckers, and at one point,
even ser on Hre wirth Malorew bortles an asylum secker’s hoase i
Sourh Tel Awiv that was funcrioning as a créche for asylum

seckers’ children,

Civil-sacicty actvists have been selendessly eoying oo chal-
lenge the anragonist Israch trearment of asylom seckers, NGOrs,
tagether with some academic schalars and privare lawvers, carry
the Hag when it comes o Hghting for an Israch ssvlum policy rhat
iz in hne wirth human fighrs srandards and inreenarional convenr-
ins, For cxample, in 2003 several cwil-saciery acnvises appealed m
the Israch High Court against the kgality of the “Prevention of
Infileearion Law,” which wag then revoked by the eouer g5 being
“unconstituional’”’ and in violation of Israel’s Basie Law: Human

Digniry and Freedom. In addition, NGOs have been mobilizing a

public campaign for cusing awarcness to the dramatic simation of
aaylum scckers through strect demonsteations, aewspiper arricles,

culmaral events and public debates.

“(...) several politicians have unleashed a
verminous rhetorical attack against asylum
seekers, referring to them as criminals,
health hazards, security risks and, in the
words of one MP from the ruling Likud
party, Miri Regev, as ‘a cancer in our body.™

The most sreiking internal dispure in Isracl is aver the
rights of asylum scekers and the way in which the Jewishness of
the Dsrach stare bhas been wsed for warranting both opposing
stands, In dn attempt to gencrite humanierian eompassion amaong
pulitivians and 0 mobilise poblic opinion, Ismach civil-society acti-
vists regularly evoke the Jewish hustory of persecunon and rhe Ho-
locausr m parncalar, as endowing on Isracl the wniversal maral
abligation to combat all forms of crhnic and sehgious persecution
("MNever Again™), At the same tinse, many Iseacli politicians repea-
tedly rehearse the Ziomnist-Tseucli narcative that claims, in the afeer-
marh of the Haolocaust, thar only a formidable Jewish seare can
sccure the mghres of Jows as cquals in the world, 1r is far rhis hisr-
arical trurth, se gocs the narrative, that Tseacl s morally usrified ro
guird i Jewishness; nefusing to be swaved by o human rights di-
scourse and UM Convenrinns thar demand a more inclusive appra-

ach rowards non-Jewish migrants and asylum seckers,

While rthere have been some stearegic gains in pressing
the mosal obliginen of Jews, and by extension of the fewish staec,
towards those whe escape perscoution, it is imparrane b note the
averall failure of 4 human rights discourse and hamanitarian com-
pnsginn it resolve the crisis of ;ls_urlum seckers in lsrael Tris patehe
that in the Iseach dominane stare discourse, a global human rights
regime s considered o be murnally exclusive with the  Ziomse
enrerprise of an ethne-religious state whose netoe @'fire 13 0o scoure
the rights of Jowish-Tsracli citizens,

Since December 2003, thousands of African asylum
stekers have taken to the main streets and sguarcs m Tel-Avive and
Jerusalem to protese their inhumanc recatment by the government,
These demonstrarions of palincal consciousness and acovism ase a
pewerful move thar comes maostly out of despair and disillusion
with the faitlure of human righes law 1o resalve their humanitarian

crisis,
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