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Executive Summary 

Background 
The net income of over half the Arab households in Israel (51%), after National Insurance 
Institute (NII) payments and taxes, falls below the poverty line; this is more than three times 
greater than the percentage among Jewish households (15%). One of the repercussions of poverty 
is food insecurity, defined in the literature as the uncertain ability to obtain adequate food in 
socially acceptable ways over time. Arab households are indeed more vulnerable than Jewish 
households to situations of food insecurity (Nirel et al., 2005). 
 
A broad diversity of policy mechanisms are designed to prevent food insecurity, one of the main 
strategies being the direct provision of food. In recent years, food aid has expanded in Israel, in 
particular through voluntary organizations (Nirel et al., 2005). However, little is known about the 
extent of this form of activity in Arab localities, particularly since much of it is conducted 
through unofficial channels. 
 
Given the lack of this vital information, the Forum to Address Food Insecurity and Poverty in 
Israel asked the Myers-JDC-Brookdale Institute and the Massar Institute for Research, Planning, 
and Social Consultation to conduct a comprehensive study of Arab food aid organizations. 
 
Study Goals 
1. To identify the Arab organizations that distribute food aid 
2. To examine their characteristics, their deployment and the extent of their operation 
3. To document their operating methods 
4. To identify their unmet needs  
5. To provide information that can serve as the foundation for the development of cooperation 

between the Arab aid organizations and a national food bank as well as other national food 
aid organizations.  

 
Study Method 
The study was based on face-to-face interviews with representatives of the organizations 
providing food to needy Arab families. In the course of the fieldwork, which was conducted from 
June through August 2008, the interviewers identified 190 food aid organizations, which we 
estimate to account for approximately 80% of the Arab organizations active in the field. Among 
those identified, 176 (92%) responded positively and were interviewed. The study examined 
officially registered organizations as well as those that are not known to the authorities. The study 
did not however examine informal assistance provided within the extended family. 
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Main Findings 
1. There is a broad and diverse network of food aid organizations in Arab society and an 

extensive infrastructure that can be strengthened and built upon. 
2. A small minority (11%) of the organizations have both religious and political affiliations, 

while about half (52%) have a religious affiliation, but are not politically affiliated. 
Approximately one-third of the organizations (36%) have no religious affiliation and almost 
none of those have political affiliations.  

3. About 55% of the organizations are relatively new (i.e., have begun to provide food aid since 
2000). About half of the organizations are not formally registered. Most are locally based and 
are relatively small with regard to the number of recipients, material resources and staff. 

4. The organizations operate in various ways, many of them proactively going to the families' 
homes to distribute the food. The organizations do not only distribute food; they also 
proactively seek out the families in need. Families are also referred to the organizations by 
relatives and acquaintances and by the local social service departments, which play a 
significant role in referring families and with which most of the organizations enjoy 
cooperation. Generally speaking, the food is allocated as a function of the extent of the 
families' need. 

5. The packages distributed include varieties of fresh and dried foodstuffs, particularly canned 
foods, grains, meat and fish. The types of assistance are also varied and many organizations 
distribute school supplies, clothing and financial assistance as well as food. 

6. The organizations employ very few paid workers. 
7. Most of the organizations work with other agencies, such as the Zakat committees (the 

Islamic commandment of al-zakat – almsgiving – requires every competent adult Muslim to 
donate a certain proportion of his assets to the poor) and other food aid organizations. 
However, most of the organizations reported that they would like greater cooperation with 
other food aid organizations. 

8. The organizations receive funding and food donations from various sources, chiefly private 
donors, funds raised at religious functions, food collected at the entrances to supermarkets 
and donations from businessmen. Very few organizations receive funding from local 
authorities or government ministries. 

9. Most organizations report unmet needs. Most report the need and wish to expand their 
activities and reach a greater number of needy families, but also report difficulties and 
obstacles. Many organizations report insufficient resources. With regard to organizational 
infrastructure, the lack of refrigeration and heating equipment and means of transporting the 
food are felt particularly keenly.  

10. The organizations were asked about the possibility of help from a national food bank after 
they had been informed about such a bank's goals and operating methods. The organizations 
showed great interest in receiving assistance from a food bank, particularly with regard to 
food supply, organizational consultancy and nutritional advice. 
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11. Arab food aid organizations tend to be smaller and newer than Jewish food aid organizations 
and to have fewer resources. 

 
Contributions of the Study 
The study findings can be used by public, voluntary and other organizations and agencies 
interested in strengthening Arab food aid organizations. Given the great interest that the 
organizations expressed in receiving assistance from a food bank, the findings provide an 
important basis for discussions about possible cooperation.  
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