ISRAELI FOOTBALL 

One of the most influential boycotts ever adopted was the sporting boycott of apartheid South Africa. Many observers of the situation in Israel today, including Archbishop Desmond Tutu, have remarked the similarities between apartheid in South Africa and the current policies of the Israeli government with reference to the Palestinian population in the illegally occupied territories of the West Bank and Gaza.

This weekend, England plays Israel in the world cup. Many feel that the time has come to suspend such interactions and boycott institutionally sponsored sporting events in Israel. There will be many, of course, who disagree. Those who consider that sport should be ‘above politics’ and those who argue that interactions in sporting events can operate as a force for change. There will be those who note that the Israeli team has included Arab players as well as Jews. That there should be such a diversity of opinions is normal and healthy. But those who argue for a sporting boycott believe that nearly 60 years after the establishment of the state of Israel and 40 years after the occupation of the West Bank and Gaza, there has been sufficient time for alternative strategies – and they have failed to alter the essentials of Israeli government policy.

Organised football started in Israel in 1928, when Palestine was under the British Mandate. The first league champions, in 1932, were British Police. Two years later, an all-Jewish team (of course), playing under the name of Palestine, entered the 1934 World Cup and lost to Egypt in the qualifying rounds. It was not until 1970 that Israel would reach the finals, and by then political issues had come to the fore. North Korea followed the lead of the Arab countries in previous campaigns and refused to play Israel. The Israeli team did well in Mexico, drawing with Italy and Sweden, with Mordechai Spiegler (who later played for the New York Cosmos) scoring their only goal. 

The team then drifted from region to region – Israel is the only country to have played World Cup qualifiers in every continent – before being adopted by UEFA. So Israel is now a member of UEFA – the governing body of European football. Why? Why is not Syria or Lebanon, or Turkey? Israel used to be in the Asian Federation, as are the rest of the countries of the Middle East, but were thrown out in the 1970s as a result of pressure from the Arab countries, which objected to Israel’s policies towards its Arab population and to the Palestinians in the occupied territories. It then became an associate member of Oceania (yes, Oceania!), before being accepted into UEFA in 1992. 

In 1994, the Israeli team beat France in Paris and in qualifying for the 2006 World Cup they remained unbeaten in a group that included France, Ireland and Switzerland. Their tendency to draw matches cost them qualification. By 2005, the Israel team included Arab Israeli players. In successive games against Ireland and France, Abbas Suan and then Walid Badir scored late equalisers. Suan – who did not play against England on Saturday March 24th March 2007 although Badir did, as centre back - has gone on record in the past as stating ‘it is a big thing for our people when Arabs play in the national team’. He dedicated his goal against the Republic of Ireland  - the final score was 2-2 - to his ‘Jewish brothers’, and has said that he thinks it is important for ‘the whole country’ to know how to practise co-existence.

But Israeli football is noted for its racism. Itzik Shanan, head of communications for the Human Rights organisation – the New Israel Fund (NIF) – which has been campaigning against racism in Israel football, assisted by the FA and the UK’s Kick it Out initiative, notes that ‘Football in Israel mirrors society; it reflects the anxieties, hopes and challenges Israel is going through. Racism is directed primarily at ‘Arab’ players and it is not something that will be uprooted easily. He is, however, optimistic about progress already made. NIF has helped the passing of a new law banning racist chanting in stadiums. Offenders can be sent to prison for two years and there have been some well-publicised arrests. Shanan suggests that ‘the mass chanting we used to hear at Beitar has declined, perhaps because they are winning, but also because of this law’. Maybe.

Beitar Jerusalem, one of the leading Israeli clubs, are used to playing with the whole crowd, of up to 10,000, shouting racist abuse, chanting ‘death to the Arabs’ and calling Arab Israeli players ‘terrorist’ and ‘suicide bomber’. Matches between Beitar and Bnei Sakhnin, the Arab club that played Newcastle United in the UEFA Cup in 2004, are regularly accompanied by violence. Beitar developed out of the militaristic youth section of the Zionist nationalist movement during the Mandate period and many players were linked with ‘resistance’ (ie terrorist) groups. In the 1940s, several were arrested and exiled, only to return after the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948. Beitar’s association with the political right has continued. The current Israeli prime minister, Ehud Olmert, though more centrist now, was a Beitar member as a young man and is today a dedicated follower of Beitar. Beitar remain the only Israeli team not to have an Arab Israeli player. 

Today Beitar is owned by Russian-born Arkady Gaydamak, who is wanted in France on suspicion of involvement in arms trading and money laundering. His father, Alexandre, owns Portsmouth. He pledged to sign an Arab player, but backed down under pressure from the Beitar fans. Instead he donated $400,000 to Bnei Sakhnin. He has recently established a new political party, Social Justice. 

There are Israeli teams with a more open attitude towards their fellow citizens and country-men than Beitar. The Maccabi clubs, for example, which are associated with the Maccabi movement, a 112-years old sports, cultural, social and educational organisation, have both more Sarab players and attract more support from Israeli Arabs. Maccabi Haifa, for example, which are the current champions, attracts a good deal of Israeli Arab support. 

And then there are the Palestinians. Following the formation of the Palestine authority, players from the occupied territories of the West Bank and Gaza have played internationals under special license from FIFA. Palestine are, of course, in the Asian confederation. They played qualifiers for the last World Cup and have risen from 191st in the FIFA rankings to 126th – Israel are 38th and England 6th. This impressive progress, particularly as they play their home games in Qatar, usually train in Egypt, have no domestic league and frequently have to omit players because of Israeli travel and other restrictions. One player has been killed, however, allegedly by the Israeli Defence Forces; and others have had their houses destroyed. The main stadium in Gaza was also destroyed by the Israelis. FIFA are financing its rebuilding. Players from the Palestinian diaspora have strengthened the team. But it is hardly, as they say, a level playing field for the Palestinians. 

Before the Israeli team met England on Saturday, their coach, Dror Kashtan, declared ‘one of the things that is very important is that, in any given moment, our nation knows how to fight’. Israeli mythology still casts Israel in almost any context as a David against Goliath, whether in football or in international relations in the Arab world; it has not yet recognised that for the Palestinians, Israel is Goliath.
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