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In my previous column I wrote about several trends and issues related to the housing shortage in Israel. But "shortage" is not the only problem related to housing. For example, "earthquakes".


Israel sits on the infamous Syrian-African Rift, running from Syria, down the Golan and Sea of Galilee, and from there to the Dead Sea and then Eilat and on to (and under) the Red Sea. This is a major fault line, causing a massive earthquake to occur about once every century. Cities such as Safed and Tiberias are especially vulnerable (having been destroyed several times in the past millenium). But fortunately they are relatively sparsely populated. The bulk of Israel's population resides about 20-60 miles to the west and south: Haifa, Tel Aviv, Jerusalem and their satellite towns. Unfortunately, massive earthquakes have a tendency to radiate out for dozens of miles. When the 1996 earthquake happened in Eilat, my bed swayed in Petach Tikva (outside of Tel Aviv) -- over 200 miles away! 


Which brings us to the housing problem: the vast majority of Israel's homes were built before the 1994 law mandating strict earthquake-proof construction. The next massive earthquake could topple tens of thousands of such buildings -- leading to fatalities well beyond anything an Iranian or Hezbollah missile attack could cause. However, by their very nature (old structures), these buildings mostly house Israel's poor and lower middle class who cannot afford to seriously upgrade the building or move to a safer abode. As a result, around ten years ago the Israeli government passed a revolutionary, innovative law encouraging systematic gentrification, generically called "Pinui u'Binui" -- "Move' Em Out, Build 'Em Up, Move 'Em Back In". 


Here's how it works. The residents of old buildings sign a contract with a large construction company whereby they are moved out of their old apartments for two-to-three years while the company tears down the dwellings and builds a much more modern (and far more earthquake resistant) multi-story residence on the land. The building company pays their full rent for the years they are "homeless" (each apartment owner is given rent money equivalent to what their old apartment would rent for, and they find their own appropriate rental arrangement). The residents ultimately return to a new apartment about 50% larger than the one they left, with all modern accoutrements in the building itself (fitness room, marble lobby etc). The builder, meanwhile, gets to sell the remaining apartments in a building usually four times larger than the one torn down -- in other words, three "free" apartments for every one resettled by the original residents on that plot of land. 


This is a clear Win-Win-Win-Win situation: the dweller gets an apartment worth far more than previously (60-80% more, and by law the capital gains will not be taxed) and of course, far safer from earthquakes; the builders get to make a nice profit; the municipalities get rid of potential slum areas; the government protects its citizenry from the next earthquake disaster that is bound to come -- and in the process has "magically" increased the number of available apartments for sale in the country, thereby driving down the price of housing that has so bedeviled Israeli society for years (see my previous column).


The only fly in the ointment is the ironic fact that almost all Pinui u'Binui projects take place along the coast where the earthquake problem is least felt. Why hasn't it arrived in the eastern part of Israel where most needed? Because Israelis simply do not want to live "in the sticks" (In Israel this is called "the periphery"). So builders have little incentive to rebuild there because few will come and buy, in an area where jobs are few and (in most cases) the weather can be brutally hot.


So Israel will suffer terrible scenes of carnage sometime in the coming decade or two (unfortunately, we are "due", based on the once-a-century historical precedent), but at least this will occur in the far more sparsely inhabited regions than in the heavily populated ones. And with any luck, the Big Quake will hold off for several decades, during which time all the old structures in the Eastern Galilee and Jordan Valley will disappear through natural attrition and slow rebuilding.
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