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Israeli prime minister cites demographic purity, stokes fear about ‘terrorists’

Amid a growing humanitarian crisis in Europe and the Middle East, Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu on Sunday refused calls to admit non-Jewish refugees from Syria and
announced plans to build a “security fence” to shut out people fleeing war—directly
referencing concerns that admittance would skew demographics.

“Israel is a small country, and we do not have the geographic and demographic depths [to
absorb them],” Netanyahu’s office declared in an English language statement released
Sunday. “We will not allow Israel to be flooded with illegal migrants and terrorists.”
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Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu pictured onSunday. (Photo: Menahem
Kahana/Agence France-Presse—Getty Images)

“Today, we are starting to build a fence on our eastern border. In the first stage, we will
build it from Timna to Eilat in order to protect the airport being built there, and we will
continue the fence up to the Golan Heights, where we have already built a strong security
fence,” the statement continued.

However, as Michael Schaeffer Omer-Man pointed out in +972 Magazine, the Hebrew
version of the statement released from Netanyahu's office struck a different
chord—referring to the Syrian refugees as “infiltrators.”

“The message here is clear,” wrote Omer-Man. “In Hebrew there is no such thing as a Syrian
refugee who might find shelter in Israel; instead, there are infiltrators, work migrants and
terrorists. All of those words are meant to scare the average Israeli into rejecting the
possibility of taking in refugees.”

The prime minister’s statement came a day after Isaac Herzon, opposition leader, called
onlsrael to allow entry to Syrian refugees.

Not only is Syria an immediate neighbor of Israel, but the countries bearing the brunt of the
refugee crisis—Lebanon and Jordan—also share a border with Israel. Lebanon is now home
to approximately 1.2 million refugees from Syria, amounting to roughly one out of every five
people currently residing in the country. More than half of Syria’s population is currently
displaced—with seven million internally uprooted and four million fleeing to other countries.
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Some of those now fleeing Syria are Palestinian refugees. Israel has driven millions of
Palestinians from their homes, through expulsions, ethnic cleansing campaigns, war, and
occupation. On Saturday, Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas called on Israel to
grant Palestinian refugees fleeing Syria safe passage into Palestinian territories.

Netanyahu’s refusal follows growing condemnation of Israel’s brutal treatment of tens of
thousands of non-Jewish asylum seekers fleeing war and poverty in sub-Saharan
Africa—mostly Eritrea and Sudan.

Israel is not the only country to refuse entry to refugees. Its close ally the United States has
admitted just 1,500 Syrian refugees since 2011, and in 2013, the last year for which
Homeland Security statistics are available, granted asylum to a mere 36.

And wealthy Gulf monarchies including Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the
United Arab Emirates have welcomed few—if any—Syrian refugees into their country.

Further, Israel is not the only country building a fence to keep refugees out. Hungary’s far-
right Prime Minister Viktor Orban has built a razor-wire fence along the border with Serbia
and is preparing to reinforce it with military and police deployments.
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