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Madam Chair, I am especially grateful for this opportunity to speak 

today because I believe that it is the first time that the case of the 

Bedouin Arabs of the Negev has been raised in this forum. Because it 

is the first time, and because this is a little known issue, I believe 

it will be helpful to give a brief background.

The Bedouin Arabs of the Negev number’ amongst the worlds indigenous 

peoples. They share many of the characteristics of indigenous peoples 

in other parts of the world, while also having unique characteristics and 

problems. Descendants of Bedouin tribes who have inhabited the Negev 

desert since the Byzantine period, they remain a tribal society who 

proudly maintain a distinct identity based on traditional culture and 

customs. In addition they form an integral part of the Palestinian 

people, being among the pre-1948 inhabitants of those parts of Palestine 

which became the state of Israel, and suffering a similar fate. During 

the 1943 war a vast majority fled or were expelled, and have never been 

allowed to return. Today those who remained number some 75,000, and form 

approximately lCÇà of the Palestinian Arab population of Israel, which in 

turn constitutes 18J6 of Israeli citizens.

In common with other indigenous peoples, the relationship with the



land has special significance in Bedouin society. Originally nomadic, the 

Negev Bedouin were largely sedentarised before the state of Israel came 

into being. They had a well established system of land ownership and use, 

including agriculture, herding, water access and seasonal movement. But 

Israeli law fails to protect their land rights, traditional economy, culture 

and religious sites, all of which have been destroyed or threatened by 

acts of successive Israeli governments.

Having given this overview, I will turn now to the most urgent threat 

currently facing the Bedouin tribes of the Negev; their forcible 

relocation into government-planned urban townships, which is already 

well under way. During 1951 and 1952, the Israelis had concentrated 

the whole of the Negev Bedouin in one 'closed security areai This 

involved the forcible removal of eleven tribes from their ancestral 

lands and their relocation on land belonging to other tribes. The 

move was stated to be temporary, but when military rule over Arab 

areas ended in 1966» they were prohibited from returning to their land, 

on the basis that its owners were absent. The reason for their absence, 

of course, had been their forced evacuation. All attempts to claim 

ownership through the courts have failed.
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Current Israeli policy is to relocate the Bedouin who inhabit the 

Negev once more, this tine into seven planned urban townships. This 

forces them into an alien urban environnent which is completely foreign 

to their chosen way of life. Furthermore these townships lack an 

independent economic base; the 1976 regional plan for the Northern ITegev 

designates the Bedouin Arabs solely as a wage labour pool for Jewish 

industry. The same regional plan includes 100 new Jewish rural 

agricultural settlements, but the Bedouin are denied this option.

In order to pressure the Bedouin into moving into the townships, the 

Israeli authorities use a variety of coercive measures, including actual 

demolition of homes. All building outside approved settlements is 

classified as illegal. Most Bedouin homes are therefore "illegal", 

and a 1987 government report recommended the demolition of 6,600 such 

dwellings over a 4-year period, during which the inhabitants are 

scheduled to move into the townships. Demolitions take place regularly 

- for example during 1988 some 90 homes were destroyed - and are carried 

out in military style, the bulldozers accompanied by scores of police and 

soldiers. Only the week before last, a further 10 homes were destroyed. 

Other measures include harassment and brutality by a police-like unit,
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inaptly named the "Green Patrol", whose activities include destroying 

crops, seizing herds and uprooting fruit and olive trees.

I have focused here on the forced relocation which is the burning 

issue now facing the Bedouin of the Negev. It appears that this is a 

problem common to indigenous peoples in many parts of the world, even 

though in breach of developing international standards as reflected by 

the ILO Convention and the draft Universal Declaration on the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples. It is therefore an issue which the Association 

would recommend as one deserving the particular and urgent attention of 

the Working Group.

Forced relocation is not the only way in which basic rights of the 

Bedouin of the Negev are under attack. In common with the rest of the 

Arab citizens of Israel, they also face gross discrimination in the 

allocation of all resources including the provision of health, education 

and other basic services. The majority, both inside and outside the 

townships, live in poverty, and per capita income is less than half 

that of the Israeli average. Most importantly, the Bedouin Arabs of the 

Negev are denied an opportunity to control or participate in matters



affecting their lives, a right which is central to developing international 

standards regarding the rights of indigenous peoples. The Bedouin are 

almost completely unrepresented in state bodies, and the vast majority 

cannot elect their own local councillors or control their budgets, or 

economic or other development.

The Bedouin have proposed their own solution. Civil engineers and 

urban planners have just completed, and will shortly submit to the 

authorities, an alternative regional plan which reflects the Bedouin 

community's aspirations, including the recognition of existing settlements 

and their development as agricultural villages. The plan challenges the 

Israeli government claim that Bedouin demands are not viable from a 

planning point of view.

I would like to finish, Madan Chair, by listing 7 demands reflecting 

fundamental human rights which the Association for the Support and 

Defence of Bedouin Rights is making of the Israeli government:

1. Full and equal rights as citizens of Israel for the Bedouin of the Negev

2. An equitable settlement of Bedouin Arab land claims

3. Recognition of existing Bedouin settlements, and the option of rural 

agricultural, not only urban, settlements
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4. A freeze on house demolitions, uprooting of trees and other such 

practices

5. Concerted government efforts to improve education

6. The return of the Beersheba mosque - which is now being' used as a 

museum - and other sacred places to the control and use of the Muslim 

community

7. The adoption of the alternative regional plan, which may save these 

communities from destruction.


