
The Israeli parliament – the Knesset – has been 
considering several pieces of legislation, many of 
which have already passed into law. They affect the 
status and activity of human rights organizations (both 
Jewish and Arab) which take a critical position on 
government policy, and the Arab minority in Israel in 
general. Israeli organisations such as the Association of 
Civil Rights in Israel (ACRI) and Adalah (The Legal 
Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel) have 
documented and protested legislation that they 
believe threatens democratic debate, freedom of 
expression and the rights of minorities.

Silencing dissent?
One example is the Boycott Prohibition Bill, approved 
at the end of June for its final reading. It defines 
'boycott' as "deliberate avoidance of economic, 
cultural or academic ties with a person or other party, 
solely for reason of his/her/its relation to the state of 
Israel, to its institutions or to any area under its 
control, which could cause them economic, cultural or 
academic harm". "Under its control" in this context 
includes the Israeli settlements in the West Bank, 
repeatedly referred to by the European Union as 
illegal under international law and an obstacle to 
peace. Publishing a call for the imposition of boycott 
will be considered as a civil wrong, enabling affected 
parties to sue for damages. An additional section has 
been proposed that would stop businesses that have 
undertaken to boycott Israel or Israeli settlements 
from tendering for State contracts.

A legal opinion by Tel Aviv-based lawyer Michael Sfard 
states that due to its potential prohibition of the 
initiation, encouragement of, and assistance to a 
boycott, the law would violate the freedom of 
expression involved in bringing groups together who 
are working on boycott, and thus the right of 
association for political purposes. 

QCEA produced an Action Alert in February when the 
bill was in its early stages, directed at the EU ahead of 
the EU-Israel Association Council. As the bill is now 
being prepared for its final readings, we have written 
to MEPs on the European Parliament Delegation for 
relations with Israel asking them to urge their 
counterparts in the Knesset to vote against it. 

However, on Monday 11 July the bill passed into law 
by 47 votes to 38.

In March 2011, the so-called "Nakba Law" was passed. 
This will enable a committee from the Ministry of 
Finance to fine municipalities, public institutions, or 
publicly supported organizations if they believe that 
these bodies oppose the interpretation of the term 
“Jewish and democratic State”, express feelings of 
mourning related to the Israeli Independence Day or 
the Nakba, or violate the symbols of the State. 
"Nakba" ("catastrophe" in Arabic) is the name given by 
Palestinians to their displacement and expulsion from 
their homes and villages during the 1948 Arab-Israeli 
war, which created the State of Israel. Adalah issued a 
press release before the final version of this bill was 
passed, saying that "the bill is another link in a chain 
of laws that target Arab citizens of Israel and violate 
their rights to equality, dignity, history and culture 
and curtail their freedom of expression."  ACRI’s view 
is that "the bill completely ignores the State’s duty to 
recognize ethnic-national minority groups, their 
culture, and their narrative, as part of their right to 
cultural independence."

Other pieces of legislation relate to land and planning 
rights, civil and political rights, criminal procedures 
on prisoners and detainees, and freedom of 
association. For a fuller summary of the range of 
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Knesset Legislation - Damaging Democracy and the 
Prospects for Peace
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From its original roots in Canada, Circles of Support 
and Accountability (CoSA) has grown fast. Its 
successful implementation in the UK was piloted as a 
piece of central Quaker work; once its success was 
clear it was set up as a stand-alone charity, Circles 
UK; this has now been running since 2008. The success 
of this radically different model of sex-offender 
management caught the attention of forward-looking 
criminal justice professionals, not only in Britain but 
in settings as varied as the USA, Latvia, the 
Netherlands and Belgium. Readers curious about CoSA 
may be interested to hear about two further 
adaptations.

CoSA in the Netherlands
In the Netherlands, CoSA has been piloted since 2009, 
with the close involvement of Circles UK. It is funded 
by the Ministry of Justice, and operated as a 
partnership between Avans University of Applied 
Sciences (which operates the training and assessment 
parts of the programme), and Reclassering Nederland 
(the Dutch probation service, which supervises the 
actual operation of the Circles). There have had to be 
some adaptations to local circumstances, arising from 
the differences in the way that Dutch criminal law 
sentences sex offenders.

There are no sex-offender treatment programmes in 

Dutch prisons. This means that the involvement of a 
Circle cannot usually be arranged as an immediate 
post-release measure, since it is intended that a 
Circle should follow treatment that helps offenders 
towards some insight into their risk factors. Most sex-
offender treatment programmes are carried out as a 
precondition of conditional release from prison, and 
Circles in the Netherlands are therefore not generally 
available as an immediate post-release programme, 
but are instead used some time later.1

Mechtild Höing of Avans told us that though the Dutch 
public had initially expressed fear and anger towards 
the possibility that CoSA was insufficiently harsh, they 
and the Dutch media generally seem to have been in 
favour. Even the right-wing Populist Party, which 
typically favours 'tough' justice measures, has 
pronounced qualified support for the project. Positive 
media coverage has also led to a surge in the number 
of people interested in becoming volunteer Circle 
members.

The successful adaptation of the CoSA model has 
inspired the European Commission's DAPHNE III fund to 
support a partnership called Circles Together for 
Safety (CTS), which brings together multiple European 
partners to design an implementation model for wider 
European use. A European handbook with a blueprint 
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Circles of Support and Accountability: success breeds 
success!

legislation, see Adalah’s new briefing paper available 
here: http://bit.ly/plIo9i

Continuing protest
In response to the Boycott Prohibition Bill, the 
Coalition of Women for Peace launched the ‘Right to 
Resist’ campaign, stating defiantly that they will 
continue to resist the occupation of the West Bank 
through boycotts of settlement products and other 
forms of protest. In a statement on the bill, the 
Coalition stated that “Boycott is a non-violent, legal 
and legitimate means to promote social and political 
aims that is protected in civil rights of freedom of 
expression, opinion and assembly. The bill constitutes 
a fatal blow to all these civil rights.” 3

Breaking the cycle
Within a climate of fear and distrust, the Israeli 
government is systematically tightening the space in 
which human rights organisations are able to operate 
within its borders. The growing Boycott, Divestment 
and Sanctions (BDS) movement has generated a 
response (most clearly manifested in the Boycott 
Prohibition Bill).

Restricting democratic space is damaging to the 
prospects for a just and peaceful settlement of the 
conflict. What is urgently needed is more space for co-
existence between Israelis, Palestinians and others in 
the region based on basic human rights and the 
recognition of equality of all. This must include an 
understanding that freedom of expression is a non-
negotiable essential component of a democratic 
society. Urgent steps are needed to bring this about. 
The EU, as one of the major international actors in 
this process, has an important role to play.

John Nicholls
1 See Adalah Press Release 14 March 2011: http://www.old-
adalah.org/eng/pressreleases/pr.php? file=14_03_11
2 See ACRI release 22 March 2011: http://www.acri.org.il/en/? 
p=1805 
3 Knesset to Promote Anti-Boycott Bill to Second and Third Reading’ 
– 19 June 2011: http://www.coalitionofwomen.org/?p=2153 
&lang=en 

Links
The Association for Civil Rights in Israel - http://www.acri.org.il/en/
Adalah – The Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel - 
http://www.adalah.org/eng/ 
Coalition of Women for Peace - http://www.coalitionofwomen.org/ 
Physicians for Human Rights – Israel - http://www.phr.org.il/ 



for Circles projects more widely will be published in 
December 2011.

SOVA Support Link - Circles into Hubs
In Britain, the Circles model has also been adapted to 
a different purpose. SOVA (Supporting Others through 
Voluntary Action) is a British charity that has existed 
since the 1970s. Since then it has provided mentoring, 
support and assistance to help integrate people on the 
excluded margins of society. Most of their clients in 
the past have had involvement with, and have been 
referred to SOVA by, the criminal justice system.

SOVA's interest in the Circles model began when they 
were approached by the Bracton Centre, Oxleas NHS 
Foundation Trust. One of the Centre's service users 
felt the level of and appropriateness of support 
available to people with personality disorders was 
inadequate. SOVA agreed to pilot a new support 
project. The attraction of the Circles model for this 
purpose was that a client diagnosed with personality 
disorder could be too challenging for a single 
volunteer to mentor, while a single mentor was 
sometimes too challenging for service users who find 
healthy social relations challenging.

SOVA therefore contacted Circles UK, which have been 
supportive in volunteer and staff training and in 
adapting the CoSA model. In its adapted form it is 
known as SOVA Support Link (SSL), and the Circles are 
known as 'hubs'.2 Support is available to adult male 
clients within four London boroughs who meet 
assessment criteria including a diagnosis with 
personality disorder, a history of interpersonal 
violence, a lack of achievement, but crucially, a 
willingness to participate.

'Hubs' in the SSL system are smaller than a typical 
Circle, typically featuring two to four volunteers 
rather than six or seven. The difficulties experienced 
with social relationships by people with personality 
disorders mean that a group of six or seven is too 

challenging. The activities and support provided by 
the 'hub' are flexible, and are intended to respond to 
the needs of the client about areas in which they 
would benefit from support. 'Hubs' meet together 
regularly and progress is reviewed alongside 
professionals every fourteen weeks. 'Hubs' have no 
formalised responsibility to report on progress to 
criminal justice professionals. However, they do feed 
back to mental health professionals, with probation 
and police involved if relevant  to the individual case.

SOVA say the adapted model has worked well, 
supporting volunteers and clients better, and allowing 
clients the right environment to develop their social 
skills. After a year-long trial, the project has secured 
funding until 2014, and now aims to expand. Clients 
have attended arranged meetings with volunteers at a 
rate consistently between 80 and 90 per cent, and 
volunteers have reported being happy with their 
placements, as well as with the up to 20 hours of 
training and preparation they receive before 
beginning their work.

Speaking personally, I have always found the Quaker 
focus on the rights and abilities of all individuals to be 
a source of inspiration. CoSA has been one practical 
manifestation of this principle, and its success 
testifies to the soundness of the Quaker approach. It 
is therefore hugely encouraging to see that the ideas 
it embodies are being used more widely, and that new 
applications for them are being found.

Ben Jarman
1 This is the name given CoSA uses to describe the offender, who is 
the 'core member' of the Circle.
2 This name was selected by service users, and as well as connoting 
'circularity' also stands for 'Help Until Better'.

Further information on the Dutch implementation of CoSA can be 
found at www.cosanederland.nl.  SOVA Support Link is managed by 
SOVA's Sarah Connor, who is happy to answer questions via 
sconnor@sova.org.uk
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On 8 July 2011, the German Bundesrat formally 
endorsed plans to gradually phase out nuclear-
generated energy in Germany by 2022. Similar 
proposals for a more gradual withdrawal from nuclear 
energy (by 2034?) are lodged in the Swiss Senate. And 
on 13 June, in a referendum, Italian voters rejected a 
nuclear revival. Taken together, the decisions are as 
tremendous as they are bold. But what are the 
consequences?

Some fear that CO2 emissions will rise, as fossil-fuel 
plants would have to step-in and fill the energy gap. 
While it is accurate that Germany has imported more 

lignite coal from its neighbours since the Fukushima 
disaster pushed it to close its oldest nuclear reactors, 
it is also true that traded emissions have become 
more expensive (about 10 per cent), which will 
incentivise cleaner energy generation. It may not have 
occurred to you yet, but as a direct consequence of 
these intrepid decisions, and there being an absolute 
cap on EU emissions from energy-intensive industries, 
it is likely that other EU Member States' (e.g. the UK's, 
Spain's and Poland's) greenhouse gas emissions are to 
dip somewhat by 2020, as they transition away from 
polluting, and newly more-expensive, coal.

Nein Danke!  Now What?
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It is also worth noting that Germany remains 
committed to long-term greenhouse gas targets 
(compared to 1990 levels) of minus 40 per cent (by 
2020) and minus 80 per cent (by 2050). To do so, the 
country has to boost its energy reduction ambitions, 
capitalise on its renewable energy resources (wind, 
solar, water) and tackle the inevitable storage and 
transmission challenges. The same applies for 
Switzerland, with its hydropower assets, its CO2 tax 
and its emissions trading scheme.

Notwithstanding the likes of Poland, who approved 
legislation enabling the construction of two nuclear 
reactors on 1 July, the number of nuclear power 
plants around the world is decreasing steadily. During 
the next 20 years, more nuclear installations will be 
removed from the grid than new ones added to it. 
Against a backdrop of record energy-related carbon 
emissions last year, it is worth emphasising that the 
number of reactors required to make a relevant 
contribution to CO2 reduction would be at least 1,000 
to 1,500 (at present, 436 reactors worldwide 
contribute about six per cent of the world's primary 
consumption of energy).

No doubt, Europe is at a crossroads, with some 
analysts seeing the pernicious rejection of the 
economic growth model which has transformed Europe 
into the most prosperous region in the world. But 
future success isn't guaranteed; Europe can either fail 
the transformation to a low-carbon and genuinely 
sustainable society, leading to decline, or overcome 
the climate crisis and increase its influence in shaping 
the future of global governance (a similar economic 
dislocation during the inter-war years was probably 
the underlying reason why democratic politics failed).

This being the case, I encourage you to consider two 
additional, perhaps not so evident, consequences of 
our decreased-nuclear future... the first being, it is 
also worth noting that since the Fukushima disaster 
Germany has also imported more nuclear energy from 
its neighbours. How long do you think the German, 
Swiss and Italian authorities are going to accept being 
unable to assess the safety credentials of the 
neighbouring French, Czech and Slovene reactors? At 
the moment, nations execute near-total sovereignty 
over nuclear safety, and have been to date, very 
reluctant to share oversight.

The second unobvious consequence being, the 
proposed solutions are primarily supply-side solutions 
to an energy demand and inefficiency problem 
(Germany has proposed cutting its electricity usage by 
only 10 per cent, which is approximately double the 
normal rate of improvement, and hardly ambitious!). 
And whereas new generation can take years to come 
on stream, energy demand savings and efficiency 
improvements can be implemented today, with 
existing technologies, skilled know-how and financing 
mechanisms. It is unequivocally the fastest, cheapest, 
most effective, and safest means of keeping our 
emissions down, whilst promising the greater energy 
sustainability which is so necessary.

By addressing inefficiency and consumer behaviour 
head-on, the 'Energie Wende' ahead need not be as 
monumentally challenging as the task which faced 
Germany in 1990 after the fall of communism and 
reunification, though the similarities with 'die Wende' 
are identifiable.

Paul Parrish




