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A decade after establishment of the Abu Basma Regional Council and initiation of the process of recognizing the
villages within the Council, most of these communities remain under-developed. This paper examines the obstacles
to significant development of the Abu Basma villages and outlines recommendations for a development plan. The
final part of the paper reviews the current status of the Abu Basma villages.

The paper focuses on socio-economic development. The organization Bimkom: Planners for Planning Rights, have
submitted a parallel analysis that focuses on town planning and construction.

The Abu Basma Regional Council was established in 2004 with jurisdiction over approximately 68,000 dunam. The
Council functioned as one unit until November 2012, when the then Minister of the Interior split it into two regional
councils — al-Kasom and Neve Midbar. These two councils were still in the process of formation in early 2014, but
there appears to be no functional difference between the unified regional council and the two new ones; therefore
this paper treats the villages of Abu Basma as one entity.

In 2012, the Abu Basma Regional Council was composed of 11 villages, which were then divided between the two
new councils. Seven were veteran settlements, but were not recognized by the government. Of the remaining four,
Mulada and Makhul were located on lands with no previous Bedouin settlement; Tarabin’s residents had been
displaced from the Omer area and moved onto state lands in the current site; and Bir Hadaj was also established on
state land.

There is no accurate data about the population of the Abu Basma Regional Council. According to the Council’s website
and data submitted to the State Comptroller, some 30,000 people lived within the jurisdiction of the Regional Council
in 2010, while another 50,000 lived in the unrecognized villages outside the jurisdiction of the Regional Council.

The residents of the Abu Basma villages are in dire need of development. They have few resources — most residents
are impoverished — and they do not benefit from most government and commercial services that are provided
elsewhere in Israel. In the future, efforts to improve the situation of the Bedouin must involve not just an infusion of
state resources, which have been allotted meagerly until now, but also creation of an infrastructure for independent
economic activity. This infrastructure must allow for ongoing, sustainable development of the Bedouin families and
communities, as well as integration into the Israeli economy, both regional and national.

The road to such development, however, is strewn with obstacles, and this paper focuses on those we perceive to
be the most serious ones:

Land ownership issues are the most significant obstacle to development of the Abu Basma villages for a number of
reasons: First, the Bedouin do not build on or make use of lands that other Bedouin own according to their traditional
system of property ownership, and no development — construction of roads, industrial zones, commercial centers,
or residential buildings — can take place where land ownership is disputed; second, until agreements are mutually
accepted about the land ownership issues, those who live outside the recognized villages are in legal limbo, their
development obstructed; third, the land and the temporary structures on it are the main asset of most Negev Bedouin,
but with their ownership not recognized, they are prohibited from making use of it; and, fourth, the lack of property
rights and ensuing low property values wreak economic havoc not just on individual families, but on the Bedouin
community as a whole. Although the Bedouin theoretically hold valuable property, in practice they may not use it to

NIN'A-N7 7W 11WY [ D'1D107 D'X17T17 D'10d7 | A1TX 127N 38



37

generate more economic value, such as providing commercial or tourist services or infrastructure for agriculture or
industry.

Another critical obstacle to development of the Abu Basma villages is the conflict between the state’s objectives
and Bedouin aspirations for the Negev. This conflict prevents the formulation of planning policies that are agreeable
and acceptable to both. The state wishes to expand the Jewish population of the Negev, and therefore offers
incentives to Jews living in the center of the country to move to the region, allowing for all types of settlement,
including individually owned farms and small, rural communities. The Bedouin, on the other hand, are subject to
criteria such as minimum population as a condition for allowing the residents of unrecognized villages to remain in
their settlements, while offering relatively small plots of land to those willing to leave. The Bedouin have not agreed
to inequitable arrangements that the state wishes to force upon them, and they demand treatment equal to that
towards the Jewish population with respect to the criteria for land ownership, the character of the settlement, and
arrangements for evacuation and compensation.

Another serious obstacle to the development of Abu Basma is the fact that the residents of this regional council
do not have an independent, local governing authority with power. Because development is one of the main
functions of any local authority, this is a serious obstacle. In practice, the authority for governing Abu Basma rests
with four external entities — primarily the Office of the Prime Minister and the Ministry of Housing. These authorities
will presumably continue to determine the fate of the Negev Bedouin so long as the issue of land ownership is
unresolved. As a result, there is no practical option for significant, comprehensive development.

The absence of an independent budget for investment is also an obstacle to development. In all budgetary matters,
Abu Basma differs from other local authorities in Israel in that it serves as a transit station for government funds,
particularly from the Ministry of Education, on theirway to the sub-contractors who provide these services. Abu Basma
has virtually no independent income — not from its residents, who are unable to pay taxes, nor from businesses,
military bases, or public sources. The population of Abu Basma is impoverished and unable to raise its own capital
for economic development, unlike other local authorities in Israel.

There is consensus among authorities (Bank of Israel, OECD, World Bank) that an adequate public infrastructure
is a pre-condition for economic and social development. Without a proper infrastructure of transportation, water,
sewage, electricity, and waste removal, it is hard to imagine the development of residential or commercial areas.
With the exception of Tarabin, this basic infrastructure does not exist In the Abu Basma villages. The schools and
multi-purpose structures provide only partial services. Residents who can afford it connect to the water grid and use
generators. Most of the population is not connected to a central supply of water or electricity. In the absence of public
transportation, mobility to access employment and government services is very limited.

The services that do existin Abu Basma are minimal: Compared to most local authorities in Israel, they are insufficient
to ensure integration into the Israeli economy. In the Abu Basma villages, several new school buildings exist that
are well equipped, but there are also temporary schools with old infrastructure that are inadequate for learning.
The allocations for physical development of the educational infrastructure are insufficient relative to the needs.
The welfare services for Abu Basma residents are minimal and far below the needs of the population with its high
proportion of poor. Health services in the Abu Basma villages are also very basic — all the villages suffer from poor
access to clinics and hospitals, and a dearth of medical personnel.

Government decisions to establish employment centers in Abu Basma have been implemented very slowly, and do



not meet the current needs of the residents. And virtually no plans exist that take into consideration the desire of the
local residents to preserve the rural character of their settlements and integrate employment centers with residential
areas. This would enable farming and husbandry, which better suit the Bedouin lifestyle, and the development of
existing sources of livelihood and commerce while developing other sources of employment as well. Fewer than
half the residents are wage-earners, and most of these earn a low wage. On the other hand, the quarrels over land
ownership prevent local entrepreneurship. Limited employment options are a key reason for the low standard of
living and extensive poverty in the villages.

An outline for alternative development of the Abu Basma villages

The point of departure for the proposed outline is that plans for and development of Abu Basma must be based
on the current distribution of villages and the socioeconomic character of Bedouin society in the Negev. This calls
for political recognition of the legitimacy of Bedouin settlement in the Negev. We recommend an end to unilateral
political action, including legislative measures and demolition of homes. In parallel, an alternative to the Prawer Plan
must be formulated that will be based on agreement between the state and the residents concerning the two main
points of contention: land ownership and the character of the settlements.

We recommend changing the status of the local government in Abu Basma to allow it to function like every municipal
authority in Israel, including the holding of elections for municipal and regional councils; and the transfer of planning
and development to the local government instead of the Bedouin Development Authority and the staffimplementing
the Prawer recommendations.

The policy of Israeli governments to concentrate the Bedouin in a small number of urban settlements reduces the
scarce options for earning a living on which they currently depend. What is needed is the creation of economic
development opportunities: providing financial incentives to attract companies, factories, banks, and other
businesses to the region; significant expansion of support for entrepreneurship and development by the residents
themselves — farming, tourism, and commerce; allocation of agricultural lands and water to help develop farming;
integration of Abu Basma residents in regional economic projects such as the military base complex and the high-
tech zone of Beer Sheba.

Adequate funding should be made available to the Regional Council to allow them to discharge their functions of
planning, development, and service provision to the residents. Indeed, there is no point in continuing to create
plans if funding is not allocated for their implementation. Government funding for the local authority must be
sufficient to allow long-term development plans, classification as a high-priority development area, and changing
the jurisdictions of the local authorities to redistribute the tax-producing locales.

A public transportation system must be created to connect the villages of Abu Basma to each other and to the
employment centers and service providers.
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