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Israelis Have No Home/Land

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

In 1971 something radical occurred in Israel. A lower class, social group called the Black Panthers (yes, they took the name from their American counterparts) rioted in the slums of Jerusalem, and then elsewhere in Israel, demanding decent housing and other social welfare benefits. PM Golda Meir described them as "not nice boys", but their message hit home -- and six years later, carried on the wave of this deeply-felt discrimination among the Jews from Arab countries, the right-wing under Menachem Begin swept into power for the first time in Israel's history.


Jewish history works in 40 year cycles -- and here we are again. Except this time it's not only the lower classes that have put up protest "tent cities" in various towns around Israel but rather middle class, college educated young adults as well. The cry is the same: "we can't afford decent housing -- rent or purchase!" You can be sure that Bibi & Co. are quaking in their boots, even though the prime minister himself noted already two years ago that his government had to find a way to resolve the longstanding problem. But it is proving a lot harder to fix the housing problem in Israel than to sign a peace treaty with the Palestinians... 


Why? What precisely is holding Israel back in this regard? After all, as I have pointed out in this column on several occasions, the Israeli economy is doing quite well, thank you. Nevertheless, macro-economic health does not always correlate with micro-economic well-being -- and this is an excellent case in point.


The first problem is "Land". Actually, there are two problems here: the limited amount of land in this small country (the size of New Jersey); the bureaucracy of the Israel Lands Administration (ILA) that "sells" (leases long-term) national land to the private market. The former problem is endemic, but by itself cannot explain the dearth of apartments because for some time Israel's land policy has been to build tall residential buildings. I can hardly recognize my own city Petach Tikva, which now has dozens of such high-rises, 20 stories and taller. The ILA also adds to the problem by not releasing land fast enough, but here too it is not the main one to blame, for Israel's planning system has several layers (local, regional, national) enabling public input at every level -- great for "democracy" but lousy for expeditious construction.


Another problem can best be summed up by the famous Pogo comic strip: "we have met the enemy and it is us!" The vast majority of Israelis (want to) live in the Central Region (Greater Gush Dan a/k/a metropolitan Tel Aviv), which drives up prices precipitously -- would you believe close to $2000 a month rent for a one bedroom apartment? And this for a population bringing home, on average, less than half what the average American nets? But here too one can blame the government for neglecting two basic services: quality public transport from the country's periphery to the center; rental building. The latter is a critical problem -- for the past several decades there has been practically no public construction for rental housing, and almost as little private construction. But to purchase an apartment has become very tough for young couples: Israeli banks normally don't give more than a 50% mortgage (one of the reasons Israel's economy didn't crash as did the U.S. in 2008), so any first-time buyer has to scrape up at least $100,000 as down payment for anything half-decent -- a princely sum for most young Israelis.


There are other factors here as well, but I won't addle your brain with further data and mind-numbing statistics. Instead, it is worth explaining why the government is quaking: this is the only major issue in Israel that does not cut along the Left-Right spectrum. These tent city protests (unlike the Black Panthers of yore) encompass a cross-section of Israeli society so that the parties and the government can't really "play politics" here. And it obviously is not a "luxury" issue that will fade away in time. 


Of course, there is little chance that these protests will topple Israeli democracy -- they are actually an exemplar of it! However, PM Netanyahu knows his Israeli history quite well. What happened to dominant Labor in 1977 could happen in reverse to the currently ascendant Likud if such a basic issue is not resolved. With elections two years off, he will have little excuse to offer at that that point if Israeli housing has not become truly affordable for the masses.
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