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Violent Crime in Arab Communities in Israel 

Updated January 2022 

 

Introduction   

Over the last several years, amidst falling rates of property crime and stable rates of violent crime in Israel overall, the rate 

of homicide among the Arab population has been rising and is the focus of increasing public attention. In October, the 

Israeli Arab community reached, and passed, the grim milestone of 100 homicides since the beginning of 2021 (there were 

108 such cases in all of 2020). Parallel to the ubiquitous local and international headlines about a murder surge is an 

apparent surge in both public and political unwillingness to accept the status quo. Arab community leaders, the Israel 

Police, the government and the Knesset are trying to stop the bloodletting within the community by members of the 

community. Meanwhile, some have tried to draw parallels with Black-on-Black violence and police killings of African 

Americans in the United States, but this analogy fails for several important reasons and can be misleading. 

 

Trends & Background 

Historically, the homicide rate in Israel has been relatively low. Even before the 2020 spike in murders in the United States, 

Israel’s homicide rate was less than a third of America’s (1.5 per 100,000 vs. 5+ per 100,000). At the same time, the 

homicide rate among the Arab population in Israel is disproportionately high, and increasingly so. In 2020, non-Jews 

(almost entirely Arabs) accounted for 26% of the population, but over 78% of homicide cases. Between 2016 and 2020, 

homicides among Israeli Jews fell by about 19%, while homicides among non-Jews rose by about 61%.  

 

 

Source: 2020 Israel Police Annual Statistical Report 
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The comparatively high homicide rate among Israeli Arabs has a number of explanations, none of which lend themselves 

to simple solutions. Against the backdrop of widely available illegal firearms, the main drivers of violence include 

longstanding blood feuds between clans and families, “honor killings,” mostly of female family members,  and the 

expansion of loansharking and protection rackets by Arab criminal organizations. Critics have argued that comparatively 

low-intensity enforcement in Arab communities and low investigative priority assigned to cases by the police have 

contributed to a sense of lawlessness, the growth of crime and the lower clearance rates of Arab homicide cases. The 

police have countered that because of widespread mistrust and fear of retribution, murder investigations in Arab 

communities are characterized by witnesses’ refusal to cooperate with investigators and even the cleaning up of crime 

scenes before the police arrive.  

 

What’s Being Done? 

One of the major complaints of the Arab population in Israel is that successive Israeli governments have underfunded Arab 

communities and have not provided the same level of resources, attention or commitment to problem-solving that have 

been directed towards the Jewish population. This includes the area of policing. Over the last five years, Arab community 

leaders have issued impassioned calls for greater investment of funds and effort in both enforcement and investigation. 

The chair of the National Council of Arab Municipalities, Mudar Younes, put it plainly: “As Arab municipalities, our 

fundamental demand is for police presence.”    

Previous Israeli governments committed billions of dollars to closing gaps between the Arab and Jewish communities and 

to fighting violent crime in Arab towns and cities, with some success. The current Israeli government, the first since the 

1950s to be joined by Arab party coalition partners (the Islamist party Ra’am), passed the 2021 and 2022 budgets in early 

November. Perhaps uncoincidentally, the budget legislation includes the largest investment plan in the Arab sector in 

Israel’s history – nearly $10 billion over five years – with a broad package of economic, social, educational and anti-crime 

measures. These various components are intended to complement each other, with the expectation, for example, that 

reduced unemployment, access to affordable loans and resolution of land disputes through urban planning will reduce 

crime in general and violent crime in particular.  

Attempts to draw parallels between violence among Arabs in Israel and African Americans in the United States are 

inaccurate. Unlike its American counterpart, the “ArabLivesMatter” campaign that has appeared in recent months is not 

focused on civilians killed by the police, which is a relatively rare phenomenon in Israel, but on Arab civilians killed by Arab 

civilians. Israelis, and especially Arab Israelis, are not calling to “defund the police,” but instead calling for massive 

increases in funding, and expanding the presence and activity of the police. The government initiative is an effort to answer 

this call and includes the opening of additional police stations, hiring more officers and the creation of dedicated units to 

fighting gang crime in Arab communities.  

 

Conclusion 

It remains unclear when or how the increase in homicides among the Arab population in Israel will abate. The challenges 

are daunting and could worsen despite the exceptionally large budget allocations. The unprecedented attention given to 

the issue by the public, the media, the police and the government are a hopeful sign of both the will and the commitment 

to addressing the issue and its diverse underlying causes. Successful and long-lasting solutions will require combined 

economic, educational, social and other efforts by government (local and national), the police, the public, businesses and 

non-profit organizations. Jewish Federations and Jewish communities across North America can contribute to these 

efforts, but must resist the distracting and problematic temptation to see problems and potential solutions in Israel as 

analogous to those in the United States.  

https://www.timesofisrael.com/government-extends-multi-billion-dollar-plan-for-arab-municipalities/
https://www.knesset.gov.il/faction/eng/FactionPage_eng.asp?PG=85
https://www.knesset.gov.il/faction/eng/FactionPage_eng.asp?PG=85

