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New Shoresh Institution policy brief: 

Two Wars and Demography 
A Long Run View of Israel’s Recent Elections 

 

A new study by Prof. Dan Ben-David offers a different – long term – 
perspective of Israel’s recent elections.  Some of the main findings (all appear 
in graphs below) include: 

 While 80% of eligible ultra-Orthodox Jews (Haredim) voted, the number of votes 
received by Haredi parties equaled 100% of all Haredim ages 18 and up – meaning 
that many non-Haredim voted for Haredi parties. 

 While 49% of eligible Arab Israelis voted, the number of votes received by Arab 
parties equaled 32% of all Arab Israelis ages 18 and up – meaning that one-third of 
the Arab Israelis voted for non-Arab parties. 

 Though the two largest parties, Blue-White and Likud, will each have an equal 
number of MKs, the entire Center-Left bloc only received 34% of all votes cast. 

 The 1967 Six Day War and the 1973 Yom Kippur were followed by significant political 
changes that have since intensified because of rapid demographic changes. 
- Contrary to popular belief, the share of votes received by the Right-Religious bloc 

(not including Haredim), which shot up in 1977, has been steadily declining ever 
since (not withstanding the two recent elections). 

- The share of total votes received by Haredi parties has risen more than three-fold 
since the seventies. 

 These political changes have brought about significant changes in national priorities, 
including a 45% drop in hospital beds per capita since 1977, a 60% drop in university 

researchers since 1973, a 502% increase in the congestion on the roads since 1970, 
and the evolution of one of the worst education systems in the developed world. 
- The primary reason for the above was a major shift in national priorities and not a lack 

of national resources.  The policy brief shows that civilian government expenditures 
(i.e. not including military spending) were above or equal to the OECD average during 
the four decades in which the major socioeconomic changes occurred. 

- Major resources were diverted in new directions after 1967, with physical 
enlargement of Israel.  In 1977, the Haredim joined the government for the first 
time and have been in a governing coalition during 39 of the 42 years that have 
elapsed since.  With huge welfare payments headed their way, the policy brief 
shows huge, unparalleled, increase in fertility alongside dramatic drops in male 
employment (both of which were slightly curtailed after welfare payments were 
slashed during the deep recession in the early 2000s. 

 
to download the policy brief 

to download the press release 

http://shoresh.institute/policy-brief-eng-ElectionsAnalysis.pdf
http://shoresh.institute/press-release-eng-ElectionsAnalysis.pdf
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The Shoresh Institution’s new policy brief “Two Wars and Demography – A Long Run View of 
Israel’s Recent Elections” by Professor Dan Ben-David departs from the common modes of 
political analyses on the evolution of Israel’s political blocs by focusing on the actual number 
votes received rather than on the eventual number of MKs in parties surpassing the 
minimum qualifying threshold for entering the Knesset.  This is then merged with the impact 
of Israel’s rapidly changing demography. The outcomes of the April elections this year serve 
as both an omen if Israel’s Left and Right wings do not come together and a ray of hope if 
such collaboration might nonetheless occur. 
 

1. In Israel’s April 9th elections, voter turnouts 
by the various population sectors in Israel 
did not reflect election outcomes: 
 Prof. Dan Ben-David finds that there 

was an 80% turnout among the ultra-
Orthodox (Haredi) Jews – while the 
total votes received by the Haredi 
parties equaled 100% of all Haredim 18 
years old and above. 

 A relatively low Arab-Israeli turnout 
(49%) was accompanied by a much 
smaller number of the votes received by 
Arab parties as a share of adult Arab-
Israelis.  In other words, the Shoresh 
study indicates that one-third of the 
Arab-Israelis who reached the ballot box 
voted for non-Arab parties in the recent 
elections. 

 72% of the non-Haredi and non-Arab 
Israelis voted on April 9th while the combined votes received by the Center-Left bloc 
and the Right-Religious bloc accounted for 82% of the total 18+ non-Haredi and non-
Arab population. 

 
 

2. Prof. Ben-David: “The election results 
were actually much more one-sided 
than reflected by the distribution of 
Knesset seats.”  
 On the one hand, the two largest 

parties (Blue-White and Likud) 
attained parity, with 35 MKS apiece.  
Together, they have more than half 
of the 120 total MKs in the Knesset.  
This is the first time in nearly a 
quarter century that the Knesset’s 
two largest parties control over half 
of the MKs. 
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 On the other hand, 41% of the MKs belong to the Right-Religious bloc while just 37% 
belong to the Center-Left bloc.  But these outcomes do not fully just reflect how lop-
sided Israel’s elections actually were. 

 The Shoresh policy brief shows that if all of the votes are taken into account, 
including those lost because they were to parties that did not pass the 3.25% 
minimum threshold, then the Right-Religious bloc received one third more votes 
than did the Center-Left bloc (45% to 34%). 

 
 

3. How did Israel reach this point – and what do the recent elections portend for the 
future?  Prof. Dan Ben-David examined the evolution of the current Center-Left and 
Right-Religious blocs according to the distribution of actual votes (instead of the 
distribution of Knesset members) since the first Knesset elections were held in 1949 
and found the following. 
 The Center-Left hold on power was very strong until the Yom Kippur War in 1973. 
 In the aftermath of the War, the 

Center-Left bloc fell to about 
40% of the total votes until the 
early nineties while the Right-
Religious bloc rose to over 50% 
in 1977, and then steadily 
declining to an approximately 
equal share of the vote as the 
Central-Left bloc by the early 
1990s.   

 Since the 1992 elections, the 
Center-Left’s share of the vote 
has been gradually declining, 
albeit with some major 
fluctuations.  But contrary to 
conventional wisdom in Israel, 
the Shoresh Institution study 
finds that there has not been a 
mirror outcome indicating a rise 
in the Right-Religious share of 
the total vote.  Instead, the Right-Religious share continued its steady multi-decade 
decline that had began after 1977 (with the exception of the two most recent 
elections). 

 The overall change in Israel’s balance of political power since the 1977 elections has 
been due to the increasingly strong rightward shift of the religious party (Mafdal, 
used to align with the Labor party prior to the 1977 elections) and its various 
offshoots – and the rapidly increasing share of the Haredi parties.   

 In a sense, the Haredi parties have become Israel’s political king-makers since 1977.  
A coalition with them is what enables one of the two major blocs to rule Israel.  In 
1973, when the Haredim were not members of the ruling coalition, they received 
3.7% of the total vote.  This share grew to 11.7% of the total vote by the recent 2019 
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elections.  The Haredi parties, Agudat Israel and Shas, which had never been 
members of a ruling coalition prior to 1977 (Shas entered the Knesset for the first 
time in 1984) have been in government for 39 of the 42 years that have elapsed 
since 1977.   

 
 

4. Prof. Ben-David: “The shifts in the balance of political power cemented a growing shift 
in national priorities that began after the Six Day War in 1967 and was exacerbated 
since the 1977 elections.”  Some examples: 
 The number of hospital beds per capita, which had been relatively steady from 1948 

through 1977, has since fallen by 45%.  Hospital occupancy in Israel today is the 
highest in the OECD. 

 The number of research university faculty per capita, which rose exponentially 
between 1948 and 1973, exhibited a sharp turnaround and has since been in a 
steady free-fall.  The number of research university faculty per capita in the much 
larger and much wealthier Israel today is 60% below the 1973 peak. 

 The number of vehicles per kilometer road in Israel was identical to the average of 
small European countries in 1970.  Since then the congestion in Israel has risen by 
502% and it is now three times the small European country average – though the 
number of vehicles per capita in Israel is 40% below the European countries. 

 Israeli schools are among the worst in the developed world.  Average scores on 
international exams in math, science and reading place the country below all but one 
of the 25 relevant developed world countries – and this is without even taking into 
account the Haredi children, most of whom do not even study the material and do 
not take the exam. 

 
 

5. The Shoresh study shows that the 
massive changes in Israel’s most vital 
education and physical infrastructures 
were not due to a lack of resources at 
the national level. 
 Between the Six Day War in 1967 

and the Yom Kippur War in 1973, 
living standards rose by 48%.  But 
government expenditures rose by 
196% while tax payments – which 
rose by 144% – were still 
insufficient for covering the leap in 
expenditures.  Israel moved from a 
country with government surpluses 
to one with habitual budget 
deficits. 

 A large part of the increased 
government expenditures was due 
to substantial defense outlays, 
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reaching their pinnacle in the 1973 Yom Kippur War and its immediate aftermath.  
But contrary to conventional wisdom – and repeated excuses made by leading 
policy-makers – the large defense expenditures did not mean that there were 
insufficient funds left over for civilian spending. 

 
6. Interestingly enough, when Israel found 

the wherewithal to build hospitals and 
research universities during the period 
prior to the 1967 Six Day War, its civilian 
expenditures (that is, government 
expenditures after excluding military 
spending) as a share of GDP were not 
only below the OECD average at the 
time, they were also below what Israel 
spends today.  And yet, as Prof. Ben-
David finds, the country still managed a 
budget surplus of 2.8% of GDP between 
1960 and 1966. 

 
The Shoresh policy brief shows that 
while Israel’s civilian expenditures today 
are below the OECD average (relative to 
GDP), they were above or similar to the OECD average during the four decades 
between the Six Day War and the mid-2000s – the period in which Israel‘s national 
priorities changed dramatically.   
 

7. The presence of the religious and Haredi parties in successive Israeli governments 
helped propel the shift in national priorities.  Major expenditures in the West Bank, 
Golan, Sinai and Gaza (Israel has since left the latter two) were accompanied by 
substantial transfers of funds to Haredi interests.  They range from increases in welfare 
assistance to subsidization of Haredi 
schools that prevent education in core 
curriculum subjects beyond eighth grade 
to the boys in the fastest growing – by 
far – population group in Israel.  The 
impact on the Haredim, for example, did 
not take long to materialize. 

 
 As welfare benefits rose steeply 

during the eighties and nineties, 
employment rates among prime 
working age (35-54 year old) Haredi 
men plunged from over 80% in the 
late 1970s to under 40% in the early 
2000s.  As a point of reference, 
employment rates among prime 
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working age non-Haredi men – both Jewish and Arab – with academic degrees 
remained relatively steady at around 90% for most of this period.  In fact, the drop in 
employment among Haredi men mirrored the decline among non-Haredi men with 
little or no education.  The difference is that while the latter group has shrunk 
dramatically, the Haredi population has been growing exponentially.   
 
The decline in welfare benefits in the early 2000s was accompanied by a rise in 
employment among the most poorly educated – among them, Haredim.  But as the 
benefits have begun to climb in recent years, the rise employment among Haredi 
men stopped rising in 2015 and has even begun to decline again since then. 

 
 In just one decade, during the 1980s, 

while fertility rates in all other 
population groups fell sharply (Muslims 
and Druze) or slightly (non-Haredi Jews 
and Christians), Haredi fertility rates 
rose by a full child.  The Shoresh study 
shows that the average number of 
children per Haredi woman increased 
from 6.05 in 1980 to 7.07 children by 
1990.  Haredi fertility rates reached 
7.42 children per woman a decade 
later, in 2000, before leveling off.   
 
The major intifada-related recession of 
the early 2000s led to massive cuts in 
welfare benefits that coincided with a 
drop in Haredi fertility rates – as well as 
Muslims’ – but as benefits have begun to rise again in recent years, Haredi fertility 
rates have been increasing over the past decade and have once again surpassed the 
seven child per woman mark. 

 
 

8. An increasingly intractable consequence of the Haredim’s rapidly rising share in the 
population and their concomitant surge in political influence is their adamant insistence 
on depriving their children of a common core curriculum in school that will give them 
opportunities and choices later in life.  Israel is the only country in the developed world 
that allows parents to deprive their children of such a basic right.  The potency of 
Haredi political power is such that no potential coalition partner even considers putting 
such a fundamental demand on the negotiation table, let alone mandating a core 
curriculum by law as in all other developed countries. 
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 While Haredim are only 7% of the adults today, 
they are 19% of the children and will comprise 49% 
of Israel’s children in just two generations.  Aside 
from the plethora of implications that such a 
population mix will have on the fabric of Israeli 
society, there is also the untenable economic 
aspect that the current direction implies.  Prof. 
Ben-David asks: “If the Haredim don’t study what 
they need as children, who will be the physicians 
that will provide future medical care and who will 
be the engineers that will maintain the modern 
economy – not to mention, where will the 
resources to care for the ever-growing needy 
population come from?” 

 
 

9. Many Israelis tend to downplay the seriousness of 
the looming risks.  They point to the growing 
exposure of the Haredim to the outside world that 
Haredi leaders are so desperately trying to limit.  The swelling ranks of Haredim seeking 
a higher education provide an oft-cited example of increasing awareness among them 
for the need of an education. But there are no shortcuts in life.  When a Haredi boy 
does not learn any science or English whatsoever, while even the most rudimentary 
math and other core education is terminated after eighth grade, then the vast majority 
have no chance at ever reaching the types of positions so fundamental for the existence 
of a modern economy. 
 
Thus, as the Shoresh Institution 
policy brief shows, while the number 
of Haredim studying towards an 
academic degree has risen from 
4,000 in 2009 to just under 10,000 in 
recent years, extremely high 
dropout rates have ensued.  As a 
result, the share of prime working 
age Haredi men actually receiving a 
degree – even from the very low 
quality colleges that most attend – 
has remained unchanged since the 
early 2000s (among women, there 
has been a slight increase in recent 
years).  In the United States, where 
Haredim are not allowed to deprive 
their children of a core curriculum, 
the 25% share of Haredi adults with 
an academic degree is over twice the 12% rate in Israel. 
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Prof. Dan Ben-David points out that a potentially saving grace from the 2019 elections is 
Israel’s return to two large parties who together possess a majority in the Knesset.  While 
the current election outcomes may have been due to the extremely polarized views on 
Benjamin Netanyahu, the upshot provides a possible roadmap for the future.  Most Israelis 
voted for two parties that are ostensibly not too different from one another with regard to 
Israel’s overarching domestic challenges. 
 
The Shoresh study summarizes that it was national priorities that developed the 
infrastructures which jettisoned Israel into the developed world just a few decades after it 
came into being – and it was the shift in national priorities that moved Israel onto its 
currently unsustainable trajectories.  The country’s future depends on a willingness among 
that majority who voted for the two large parties to start working together, to begin 
focusing on the big picture and on the collective future. 
 
The Shoresh Institution for Socioeconomic Research, headed by Professor Dan Ben-David, is 
an independent, non-partisan policy research center providing evidence-based analyses of 
Israel’s economy and civil society.  The Shoresh Institution informs Israel’s leading 
policymakers and the general public, both inside and outside the country, through briefings 
and accessible publications on the source, nature and scope of core issues facing the 
country, providing policy options that ensure and improve the well-being of all segments of 
Israeli society and create more equitable opportunities for its citizens. 
 
For details, or to arrange an interview, please contact Prof. Dan Ben-David (054-4287443) 
 


