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Abstract

The issue of public trust in democracy in Israel has become a major issue of global concern
following the plan of the new Israeli government to enact a reform that would weaken the judiciary’s
power to protect minority rights. Warning about the outcomes led global leaders to advocate for public
consensus in the process of the fundamental change in the structure of the judicial system. Trust in
democracy has been widely debated as concerns about the fragility of Israeli democracy have grown
with the political instability which led to five consecutive election cycles in just four years. The
research examines the level of public trust in democracy in Israel - an issue which has been on the top
of the public agenda since the newly-elected government initiated a massive judicial reform plan. The
initiative to diminish the Supreme Court's power and give the government control over judicial
decisions has become very controversial, with massive civil demonstrations and public outrage. The
plan has been widely attacked by opposition leaders and social activists and received much criticism
including from global leaders. The debate puts a shadow on public trust in the democratic process of
elections, since critics of the reform say that it will undermine democracy, while government officials
argue that the reform will strengthen democracy and that public trust to governments' policies was in
fact awarded by the people in the election that took place just a few weeks before the plan was
unveiled.
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INTRODUCTION

The research examines the complex issue of public trust in Israeli democracy and
electoral process, based on the complications to resolve the political deadlock which
ended up in five consecutive elections in just four years. The examination of public trust
put forward examines the nature of public debate on the way that the democratic
process should be conducted, since despite the conclusive result of the last election with
a right-wing majority, public trust has been shaken by the plans of the new government
to enact changes in the legal system by providing more independence to the government
and preventing the Supreme Court from overruling its decisions. The argument is that
matters of national security should primarily be within the authority of the government
and the security agencies, allowing them to make prompt decisions without judicial
interference. The opposition to the plan claims that the legal system in Israel plays a
critical role in upholding the rule of law and protecting the rights and security of its
citizens.

Since its establishment, the State of Israel has committed itself to the
principles of the rule of law and the protection of human rights, both in times of combat
and in times of calm (Gabizon, 2016). Public trust in democracy has been a subject of
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both strength and challenges for the country. Israel places a strong emphasis on
democratic values, such as free and fair elections and protection of minorities and
individual rights (Hayut, 2019). The Supreme Court's role in security issues has been a
subject of debate and criticism that the court's interventions is limiting the
government's ability implement its policy and to respond to security threats. According
to the current policy, the Supreme Court has the power of judicial review, enabling it to
examine the constitutionality and legality of laws, regulations, and actions taken by the
government and security agencies. This includes assessing whether security measures,
such as emergency regulations or counterterrorism policies, comply with constitutional
protections and international law. However, due to the unique security challenges faced
by the country, the government issued a policy for reforming the legal system to better
address these issues (Barak, 2003).

The argument made by the government is that since Israel is in a constant
state of facing security issues and terror acts related to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
and due to the unique security challenges faced by the country, reforming the legal
system is required to better address these issues. Supporters of the reforms argue that
the security challenges require a legal framework that enables the government and
security forces to effectively act without being restricted by the Supreme Court, since
the ongoing conflict and security challenges raise criticism about the ability of the
Supreme Court to address these issues effectively, practically overruling government
decisions in security issues

According to the policy of the Supreme Court, Israel’s battle against threats to
its national security must be waged within the framework of the law, and in accordance
with the legal norms practiced among the family of democratic nations. in relation to
matters of national security (Shinar, 2021). The argument made is that the legal
system plays a critical role in upholding the rule of law and protecting the rights and
security of its citizens. According to this policy, the judicial review is not intended to
replace security and operational decisions, but reflect the State’s commitment to the
rule of law (Dotan, 2018).

This has led to debates about the balance between security measures and civil
liberties, which can influence public perceptions of democratic values, since opponents
to the reforms maintain that the proposed legal changes are a danger to democracy. The
argument made is that Israel is committed to the international law and human rights
standards, which requires balancing security needs with the protection of civil liberties
by a neutral and nonpolitical court system, which is the only unbait institution that can
guarantee these obligations.

PUBLIC TRUST IN ELECTION

Another aspect that has influenced public trust in Israeli democracy is the country's
complex political landscape. Israel has a multi-party system, which often leads to
complex coalition governments and frequent political negotiations. Israel uses a
proportional representation system, which allows for diverse political representation
and ensures that smaller parties have a chance to be represented in the Knesset (Israeli
parliament) (Rahat and Hazan). Although the intent of this electoral system is to allow
representation of a wide range of political ideologies, Israel is experiencing an
unprecedented political crisis with five general elections in only four years, between
2019 and 2022.

In 2019 two successive elections (April and September) produced no clear
outcome with the result that the country lacked a fully empowered government for
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more than a year. The instability continued in 2020. After the third round of election
(March), a national unity government was agreed, but it collapsed after about seven
months. After the March 2021 election a new coalition government survived for merely
a year, and new election had to be scheduled for November 2022. All first four election
campaigns were undecided or very close and left to the influence of small parties that
represent minorities and undecided voters, with the result that no large political party
succeeded to form a governing coalition.

The result of the last election cycle in November 2022 was led by the largest
party in the Knesset, the Likud, which gained only 31 members, although the new
government is dominated by right-wing and ultra-Orthodox parties, totaling a majority
of 64 Knesset Members out of 120. Yet the dominating right-wing and minority
structure of the government escalates a public debate about the role of small parties
with extreme agenda that represent right-wing hard line. Although the consecutive
election campaigns were a competitive contest between two main governing
alternatives, one from each side of the political map — the right-wing and the center-left
wing - the election results demonstrated the weakness of the large mainstream parties,
allowing target groups headed by ideological and small parties to determine the final
outcome.

Despite the political deadlock and the continuance tie between the two major
political blocks, a poll conducted prior to November 2022 election found that 56% of
Israelis expressed trust in the election while 39% said that they question if the results
precisely reflect how the public voted (Hermann and Anabi, 2022). These results show
that although a majority of the public trusts the democratic process, a substantial group
of voters do not trust the purity of the elections and think that the results do not
accurately reflect how the public actually voted. These numbers are quite surprising, if
taking into account the unstable political system of Israel. The high level of public trust
in elections is also surprising when examining these results in comparison with global
public trust, which clearly demonstrates that despite the political instability of the
Israeli political system, the trust of its people in the democratic process has remained
higher than other countries. Thus said, only 35% of the UK population stated that they
trusted the national government, which is lower than the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) average (41%). The UK Trust in Government
Survey is a part of an international study commissioned and coordinated by the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). The survey looks at
people's trust in governments and institutions, opinions about public services and
attitudes towards political issues (Office of National Statistics, 2022). The comparison
shows that the level of public trust in Israel (56%) is much higher than the average
public trust in OECD countries (41%) and public trust in the UK (35%).

PUBLIC TRUST IN ISRAEL AS A GLOBAL ISSUE OF CONCERN

The issue of public trust in democracy in Israel has become a major issue of global
concern following the plan of the new Israeli government to enact a reform that would
weaken the judiciary’s power to protect minority rights. Warning about the outcomes
led global leaders to advocate for public consensus in the process of the fundamental
change in the structure of the judicial system. The most conspicuous leaders have been
U.S. President Joe Biden, U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and French President
Emmanuel Macron.

In a statement to The New York Times, Biden said that “the genius of
American democracy and Israeli democracy is that they are both built on strong
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institutions, on checks and balances, on an independent judiciary. Building consensus
for fundamental changes is really important to ensure that the people buy into them so
they can be sustained.”

New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman, to whom the President sent
the statement, wrote that this marked “the first time I can recall a U.S. President has
ever weighed in on an internal Israeli debate about the very character of the country’s
democracy.” According to Friedman (2023), Biden's concern is that the radical
transformation of Israel’s judicial system could seriously damage Israel’s democracy
and its close ties to America and democracies everywhere.

Biden's statement followed the warning issued by Secretary of State Antony
Blinken during his trip to Israel just a few days earlier, that “building consensus on
new proposals is the best way to ensure not make sure not only that they are embraced
but that they endure.” In his statement, Blinken emphasized the importance of
maintaining public trust in democracy as the mutual standards of the United States
and Israel: "throughout the relationship between our countries, what we come back to
time and again is that it is rooted both in shared interests and in shared values. That
includes our support for core democratic principles and institutions, including respect
for human rights, the equal administration of justice for all, the equal rights of minority
groups, the rule of law, free press, a robust civil society — and the vibrancy of Israel’s
civil society has been on full display of late" (U.S Department of Justice, 2023).

Similarly, French President Emmanuel Macron told Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu during his visit to France that if there will be no changes to his
government’s far-reaching plans to overhaul the judicial system “Paris should conclude
that Israel has emerged from a common conception of democracy”. He expressed
concerns that the proposed judicial shakeup “threatens to break the power of the
Supreme Court, the only institutional counter-power in the government.”

This perception of the role of the court in democracy is explained in a
statement of Secretary of State Blinken in the midst of the legislation confrontation,
objecting to Israeli Settlement and Outpost Legalization Announcement: "We are
deeply troubled by Israel’s decision to advance reportedly nearly 10,000 settlement
units and to begin a process to retroactively legalize nine outposts in the West Bank
that were previously illegal under Israeli law. Like previous administrations,
Democratic and Republican, we strongly oppose such unilateral measures, which
exacerbate tensions and undermine the prospects for a negotiated two-state solution"
(U.S. State Department, 2023).

GLOBAL DECLINE IN PUBLIC TRUST IN ELECTION

As we have seen from the public statements of U.S. President and Secretary of State as
well the French President, the issue of public trust in democracy in Israel has become a
global issue of interest and has critical consequences to global public trust in
democracy. The question that should be asked however is if the debate that is
undergoing in Israel and the consequent danger to democracy reflects on a broader
issue of global decline in public trust in elections and in democracy.

As advocated by this research, fear of declining public trust in the democratic
system has concerned people around the world. According to a survey of the Few
Research Center (2020), concern for democracy’s future is based on the view that
democracy is at risk because those with power seek to maintain their power by building
systems that serve them, not the masses. In 2021, the level of democracy enjoyed
globally by the average person was down to 1989 levels (V-dem Institute, 2022).
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According to a global survey on democracy in 55 countries, democratic gains of the last
30 years have been greatly reduced and the number of countries leaning to
authoritarianism is three times that of those leaning to democracy (Reynié, 2022).

Concern about declining public trust has also been the focus of interest of
political leaders. President Biden maintains that democracy is under more pressure
than at any time since the 1930's, explaining that not only has democracy stopped
spreading but that it is actually in retreat. In his keynote speech in “Summit for
Democracy” in December 2021, Biden declared that “democracy is facing sustained and
alarming challenges” (U.S. Department of State, 2021). His comments were supported
by French President Emmanuel Macron, who told Biden that “you have brought us
together to talk about the only political model that allows us to defend these rights and
freedoms: democracy, and the fight is more necessary than ever’. According to the
White House, democracy and human rights are under threat around the world, and
since day one, the Biden-Harris Administration has made clear that renewing
democracy in the United States and around the world is essential to meeting the
unprecedented challenges of our time (U.S. Department of State, 2023a). As explained
in a Statement by President Biden: "history and common sense tell us that liberty,
opportunity, and justice thrive in a democracy, not in an autocracy (the White House,
20292).

The global decline in public trust in elections has been motivated by concerns
about lower levels of public trust in politics and democracy, not only in developing
countries, but also in major developed countries as well, which have the duty to lead
public trust in the democratic process of election. According to OECD (2021), public
trust is the foundation upon which the legitimacy of democratic institutions rest and is
crucial for ensuring the success of a wide range of public policies that depend on
behavioral responses from the public. Hobit (2016) shows that the divide between
winners and losers of globalization was a key driver of the Brexit vote. In the United
States, since the 2000 election, researchers have taken an interest in the role of voter
confidence and its importance as an assessment of public trust in electoral outcomes
(Bryant, 2020). In the 2016 Presidential election, rhetoric about “rigged” elections
raised concerns about the solidity of public trust in the integrity of the voting system
(Levy, 2021). A competing narrative of a "stolen election" also led to low public trust of
the election process and outcome in the 2020 U.S. Presidential Election (Persily and
Stewart, 2021). As explained by Gaber and Fisher (2021), the undermining of public
trust in elections is the result of the ongoing evolution of “spin” in the digital era in
leading democracies - the 2016 Brexit Referendum and the 2019 general election in the
United Kingdom, and Trump's victory in 2016 and his increased electoral support in
2020. According to Rose (2017), the combination of lows in campaign rhetoric and the
rise of fake news shows that we are in an age of “post-truth politics” - in which truth is
less important than public attitudes and where everyone has their own facts. Survey by
Few Research Center (2020) found broad concern that the rise of misinformation and
disinformation is leading to declining public trust in many institutions and lowering
incentives to reform and rebuild those institutions.

Concerns with declining public trust in the ability of governments to address
policy issues have become a global phenomenon. Lack of trust is elections has become
common to all political systems, with the result that concern with declining public trust
in government has become a permanent element of the contemporary political discourse
(Van de Walle, Van Roosbroek, and Bouckaert, 2008). The main concern is that public
confidence declines due to deficiencies in the conduct of elections and elected officials,
including the failure to count votes accurately, the inability of voters to vote or the
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difficulties of minor parties to access ballots, as well as the power of lobbyists and
donors and the consequent decline in the legitimacy of the political discourse. According
to Mellman Group November 2020 survey, 77% of Americans surveyed said counting
every vote is more important than having their preferred candidate win. To overcome
this, since 2020 American legislatures enacted measures that increase the risk of an
election’s declared outcome does not reflect the choice of the voters (United States
Democracy Center, 2023).

CONCLUSION

Public trust in democracy is a fundamental element of a healthy and functioning
society. It is essential to the belief of people in governments and political and
institutions, creating a sense of security and stability and allowing public cooperation
and social cohesion. With public trust in democracy, people trust their leaders and
support policies and decisions, contributing to transparency, accountability and ethical
behavior in public and private institutions, ensuring that they act in the best interest of
the community. The core of democracy is public trust in elections, which provide the
opportunity for citizens to participate in the political process, exercise their right to
vote, and shape the future of the country.

The issue of public trust in elections has been widely debated as concerns
about the fragility of Israeli democracy have grown with the political instability which
led to five consecutive election cycles in just four years. Israel suffers from a chronically
divided electorate which to a large extent is due to a political system that gives small
parties disproportionate leverage. Those factors have been around for decades, and it is
commonly agreed that this can be considered as a main source of the political deadlock
which resulted in multiple consecutive election campaigns. Public debate of the role of
the government in democracy has largely intensified after the November 2022 election,
emphasizing the effects of unstable and declining levels of public trust in the political
system and its institutions, as Israel is dealing with an extensive constitutional and
electoral crisis.

The trust of the people in democracy in Israel is an important aspect of the
country's political landscape. The democratic system in Israel allows for political
pluralism, free and fair elections, and the protection of civil liberties, which contribute
to public confidence in the democratic process, but the current debate over legal reforms
reflects the diverse perspectives within the country's political and legal landscape. The
main issue in debate is over judicial activism. While the government claims that the
Supreme Court's interventions in government decisions, particularly is issues of
security, can undermine democratic decision-making and the separation of powers. In
contrast, opponents to the policy of the government argue that judicial activism is
necessary to protect individual rights, ensure checks and balances, and hold the
government accountable. As concluded in this research, the controversy has global
influence, as world leaders argue against global decline in public trust in elections and
in democracy, and examine the local debate in global eyes that reflects the global
political reality that Israel is the only democracy in the Middle East.

According to this conclusion, the global concern about public trust in
democracy in Israel is based on the notion that democracy is considered as one of the
critical shared values that form the basis of Israeli global relationship and the
respectful global status of Israel. As explained by U.S. Secretary of State, Anthony
Blinken: "The commitment of people in both our countries to make their voices heard, to
defend their rights, is one of the unique strengths of our democracies. That conversation
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will continue, including with other members of Israel’s Government and civil society, as

part of a perpetual process to defend and bolster the pillars of our democracy, which we
are both committed to" (U.S. State Department, 2023).
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