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Going, Going, Gone  
  A History of  Israel’s Biodiversity  

   alon tal  

       And God said: ‘Let the earth bring forth living creatures, each according 
to its kind; animal and creepers, and beast of  the land each according to its 

kind’…. And God saw that it was good. 
  —(Genesis 1:25)  

       Introduction to the Natural Wonders of  the Holy Land  

  The Bible is fi lled with wildlife.   1    After generic descriptions of  the 
biodiversity in the Garden of  Eden, and then on Noah’s ark, the nar-
rative focuses on the Land of  Israel itself. The Bible metaphorically 
speaks of  a ‘Land of  Milk and Honey’. But zoologists with more 
taxonomical inclinations would more aptly call it a land of  mammals, 
reptiles, fi sh, birds, and amphibians. From asses and antelope to vipers 
and vultures; from bears and bees to wolves, worms, and wild goats, 
Scripture literally teems with life. Samson combats lions while Daniel 
calms them down. Botanists could refer to the dozens of  plants and 
trees mentioned in the Bible, some of  whose identities we can only 
guess at today. 

 Years later, ecologists can explain this extraordinary species rich-
ness as a function of  the unique location of  this tiny land (containing 
only 22,000 km 2 —roughly half  the size of  Costa Rica) that serves as a 
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bridge between the continents of  Europe, Africa, and Asia, and their 
contrasting assemblages of  fl ora and fauna. Moreover, the extraor-
dinarily steep rain gradient, that runs from as little as 10 mm of  
rain/year in the jejune drylands of  the south, to 700 mm/year in the 
 temperate lands of  the Galilee only 300 kilometres away, allows for 
an idiosyncratic mixing of  species, and extraordinary variety within a 
very small area.   2    

 Unfortunately, modern natural history for Israel’s non-human resi-
dents has taken a turn for the worse. A 2013 report by the Society for 
the Protection of  Nature in Israel (SPNI), the country’s largest envi-
ronmental non-governmental organization (NGO) describes alarming 
trends: 23 per cent of  the freshwater fi sh are endangered, and 83 per 
cent of  the country’s amphibians, 35 per cent of  the reptiles, 60 per cent 
of  the mammals, and 30 per cent of  the plants are declining and heading 
towards extinction.   3    

 There are many proximate reasons or ‘direct drivers’ behind the 
Holy Land’s alarming loss of  biodiversity. But all share a common 
denominator: as more people sprawled out across the countryside, 
with their ecologically unfriendly habits, there was less and less 
room for the other creatures that call Israel home.   4    Against all odds, 
much remains today. But unless public policies and demographic 
trends change, Israel’s natural history will be one of  a biological 
paradise lost. 

     Life in Palestine after the Romans: Erosion and Abuse  

  The number of  people living in Palestine (as the land of  Israel was typi-
cally called from the Roman occupation until 1948) over the ages, has 
always waxed and waned, responding to the vicissitudes of  warfare, dis-
ease, famine, and political oppression. Some ancient historians reported 
millions of  residents living throughout the countryside.   5    Archaeologists 
and historians today, however, tend to dismiss these claims as infl ated.   6    
During the Iron Age, there may have been over 100,000 residents in 
the country, although these numbers soon shrunk by two-thirds. The 
human population during the tumultuous Roman rule (including the 
years when Jesus was born and lived) at its peak probably reached 
1 million, and even swelled a little beyond that, several hundred years 
later, during the Byzantine period. But the litany of  conquerors and 
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internecine violence, oppressive policies, land degradation, malaria,   7    
and unimaginably bad hygiene barely allowed local denizens to replace 
themselves. During most of  the past millennium, the population in 
Israel rarely exceeded 300,000.   8    Such a long and turbulent human past 
arguably provides Israel with more archaeological and historical sites 
per square kilometre than any place on earth. 

 As long as the population of  the country was modest, most eco-
systems fl ourished. To be sure, thousands of  years of  human settle-
ment had already begun to take its toll. Even though the land was 
dispersedly settled, massive abuse of  the soil took place due to relent-
less overgrazing, deforestation, and imprudent cultivation degraded 
the land’s fertility. Erosion was epidemic and catastrophic in its dimen-
sions. When Walter Clay Lowdermilk, a senior soil scientist at the 
U.S. Department of  Agriculture came to the Levant in a fact-fi nding 
mission during the 1930s, he described what was by then an ‘age-old’ 
phenomenon: 

   Here before our eyes the remarkable red earth soil of  Palestine 
was being ripped from the slopes and swept into the blue of  the 
Mediterranean to a dirty brown as far as the eye could see. We could 
well understand how many centuries this type of  erosion had wasted 
the neglected lands. It is estimated that over three feet of  soil has been 
swept from the uplands of  Palestine after the breakdown of  terrace 
agriculture.   9    

   Indeed, Israel’s northern Negev region contains ancient well shafts that 
jut out high above the surface, bereft of  any surrounding soil, reveal-
ing soil loss well over two metres in height. The result is a landscape 
and ecosystem where the biota is entirely diff erent from the original 
lands settled in the days of  old. The environmental degradation surely 
did little to enrich the country’s non-human inhabitants, and especially 
the ever-vulnerable vegetation and trees. Over time, they paid a heavy 
price for human activities which invariably took from the land but did 
little to renew it.   10    Nonetheless, with hunting at modest levels, the vast 
variety of  species and ecosystems did surprisingly well. Throughout 
the land, diverse and novel ecosystems emerged, which, although 
hardly  ‘wilderness’, were relatively stable and endowed with signifi cant 
species richness. This situation is hardly unique to Israel. Examples 
abound, from the pine invasions of  the species-rich fynbos shrublands 
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in South Africa, to the rain-shadow tussock grasslands of  New Zealand, 
where new assemblages, with their own idiosyncratic ecological charac-
teristics, have permanently supplanted original ecosystems.   11    

 Besides the natural world which serves as a backdrop to Biblical 
narratives, in the Talmud and other religious texts penned in the 
Holy Land, there are intermittent reports from travellers that survive, 
describing the natural world of  Palestine over the centuries. The pro-
cesses of  ecological restoration appear to have waxed and waned with 
the inclinations of  the conquering armies and their occupying forces. 
For example, the Crusader period (1095–291) appears to be one when 
many deforested lands steadily saw regeneration through the growth 
of  woodlands; albeit they took a somewhat diff erent form than the 
original ancient forests.   12    The subsequent Mamluk rule, between 
1250 and 1516, however, appears to have been especially devastating, 
as their methods were particularly ruthless—sparing neither humans, 
fauna, nor fl ora.   13    

 Among the most famous depictions of  Palestine’s natural world 
were those penned by Henry Baker Tristram, a British priest who visited 
Palestine four times during the years between 1858 and 1881. Tristram’s 
writings, later published in some fi ve separate volumes upon his return 
to England, contain detailed descriptions of  animals and plants that 
he met along the way.   14    Although professionally, he always remained 
a man of  the cloth and his children were missionaries, he was an early 
supporter of  Darwin (and Wallace’s) theories of  evolution. Tristram’s 
knowledge, exceptional intuition, and talent for writing provides a 
thorough cataloguing of  the natural history of  Palestine just as the 
sun began to set on the Ottoman Empire at the end of  the nineteenth 
century. 

 What we learn is that Palestine was home to a rich array of  all kinds 
of  animals: African mega fauna served as the high predators with chee-
tahs, leopards, bears, hyenas, and crocodiles enjoying a rich variety of  
prey.   15    Many species at the time were unknown (there are six bird spe-
cies and a couple of  gerbils since named after Tristram himself.) 

 The reason why so many animals thrived was not only the low den-
sity of  humans and their general interference, but also the relatively 
low availability of  fi rearms for hunting. As guns became more avail-
able towards the end of  the eighteenth century, hunting took on new 
dimensions. The population of  Dorcas gazelles—a ‘keystone species’, 
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which had always been a mainstay of  the local ecosystems—became 
greatly depleted, with only 400 gazelles surviving by the mid-twentieth 
century. Many other species were not so lucky: for instance, reptiles 
such as the Levant viper and the Nile crocodile, and the European 
pond turtle did not make it.   16    Neither did the speedy cheetah, the local 
‘Caucasian’ squirrel, the ‘water rats’ (European water voles), the lovely 
white onyxes, or the imposing ‘Syrian bear’ that once roamed the Golan 
Heights.   17    The local population of  lions presumably was hunted out of  
existence long before this especially lethal period for mammals began, 
during the end of  the Ottoman Empire, at the turn of  the twentieth 
century, continuing throughout the British Mandate until the mid-
twentieth century. 

 With the advent of  British colonial rule, came a strong conservation 
ideology. Accordingly, the fi rst half  of  the twentieth century should have 
been a time of  prosperity for the land of  Israel’s natural systems. It was 
not. The British administration that oversaw the Mandate in Palestine 
between 1918 and 1948 was actually keenly aware of  Israel’s unique 
natural systems, and was eager to repair them. Much of  the impulse 
behind their eff orts that established almost 200 forest reserves, protect-
ing over 56,534 hectares of  open spaces, involved the desire to restore 
the natural history of  Palestine to its earlier, Biblical, splendour.   18    Even 
so, in retrospect, there are many reasons why British rule was not the 
healthiest for Israel’s ecosystems. 

 The lack of  ecological expertise among the colonial government, 
and the focus on planting forests that lacked indigenous integrity and 
diversity, meant that many policies were misguided. The consider-
able enthusiasm for ‘the hunt’ among the British male administrators 
themselves meant that serious regulation of  hunting was never a 
meaningful part of  the government’s conservation strategy.   19    The eco-
logical restoration that they did pursue, all too often, was an exercise in 
theoretical planning. When the Mandate came to a close in 1948, very 
little remained of  the millions of  trees their hundreds of  government 
foresters had planted. Losses were primarily due to the vandalism and 
arson of  the local Arab community that resisted the colonial forestry 
proscriptions, which excluded them from lands they had always seen 
as public rangelands for their herds of  goats and sheep. The modest 
culture of  hunting that was tolerated and even encouraged, obliterated 
several large mammal species.   20    
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     Nature Rallies Back: Preservation in Israel  

  When the State of  Israel was established in 1948, it inherited a coun-
tryside that was largely unpopulated. Prior to the resulting military 
confl ict, the local population almost reached 2 million residents.   21    

 With the hostilities leading to an exodus of  most of  the Arab major-
ity, there were hardly a million people living in the country, and many 
more animals. Aerial photographs and maps from the time show that 
the newly declared country was hardly located on pristine countryside. 
Rather, it bore the signs of  the aforementioned millennia of  abuse, and 
the more recent introduction of  fi rearms. Almost all of  the original 
woodlands were extirpated, and desertifi cation was advanced in many 
areas.   22    The crocodiles, bears, cheetahs, and ostriches had all essentially 
disappeared, joining a previous generation of  extinct fallow deer, wild 
asses, and onyxes. 

 Immediately upon receiving independence, the government 
acceded to requests by Israel’s leading zoology professor, Heinrich 
Mendelssohn, to ban hunting, given the traumatized state of  natural 
systems after years of  armed confl ict.   23    This preference for the ‘hunted’ 
over the ‘hunter’ continues until this very day. In the decades follow-
ing Israel’s independence, there was still little information about the 
state of  local biodiversity. For instance, it was thought that the ibex (the 
Biblical wild goat) and local leopards had been hunted into extinction. 
In fact, they had not; under the continued protection of  Israel’s new 
hunting legislation, the public was delighted when they began to make 
an appearance. For many years, their populations seemed to rebound 
and remain stable.   24    

 Strict regulation of  hunting was only part of  the Israeli government’s 
ecological interventions. The country’s primary policies to protect 
biodiversity involved ‘set asides’. After innumerable proposals and 
considerable parliamentary debate, in August 1963, Israel’s Parliament, 
the Knesset, passed the National Parks and Nature Reserve Law.   25    The 
legislation created separate nature reserve and national park authori-
ties with the twin mandates of  preserving habitats and heritage sites, 
respectively. 

 For some thirty years, it was the minister of  agriculture who oversaw 
the independent Nature Reserves Authority, even as the minister of  inte-
rior signed off  on the protected status of  dozens of  nature reserves as 
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part of  National Masterplan ‘Number 8’. Today under the plan, roughly 
250 reserves are located on about a quarter of  the country’s lands. Most 
of  the reserves are quite small by international standards, with the larg-
est in the sprawling, southern desert regions not exceeding 40,000 hect-
ares—roughly a tenth of  the size of  other countries’ signifi cant national 
parks, such as Yosemite. In the centre and northern Galilee regions, 
reserves tend to be far smaller: the largest, Mount Meron is slightly less 
than 10,000 hectares in area. 

 From the enactment of  the initial statutory provisions over fi fty 
years ago, regulations are stringent in Israel’s reserves: there is no con-
struction, few paved roads, and frequently no camping or hiking off  
the trails. Humans presumably are visitors to these protected zones, 
which typically are closed around sunset to give the animals a modicum 
of  respite. Soon after the enactment of  the law, it became clear that 
animals and plants move around, and that it was important to protect 
them even outside the confi nes of  the newly declared reserves. A list 
of  ‘Protected Natural Assets’ was compiled and codifi ed as regulations, 
which protected wildfl owers, trees, and all sorts of  creatures, prohibit-
ing their being taken in any form.   26    

 In addition, about 8 per cent of  Israel’s lands, located primarily in the 
centre and north of  the country, are designated as forests. In these statu-
tory woodlands, constraints on development are not quite as stringent, 
but they continue to serve as critical habitats and ecological corridors. 
The forests were originally planted as conifer monocultures, and were 
vulnerable to massive pest infestation and collapse. But over the years, 
new policies mandated the planting of  more diverse stands, relying pri-
marily on indigenous non-conifer species.   27    As the succession process 
unfolds, more natural assemblages of  trees make for more stable and 
richer forest ecosystems. 

 Following independence in 1948, for much of  Israel’s history, this 
profound commitment to conservation yielded exceptional results: spe-
cies abundance rebounded. The country eventually would absorb over 
3 million immigrants, who were introduced to the new conservation 
norms of  the young Zionist state.   28    As a network of  nature reserves 
was declared in rapid succession, it provided a home to an astonish-
ing variety of  life systems. Israel’s nascent environmental community 
was well aware of  the great national parks of  the United States. It 
preferred these ‘leave-only-your-footprints-take-only-your-memories’ 
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sanctuaries as a model—where humans were guests rather than active 
landscape architects—to the ‘Forest Reserves’ which had been intro-
duced, with only limited success, during the British Mandate.   29    As 
the ecosystems recovered, the ecosystem services they provided grew 
healthier over time. 

 Israelis’ natural inclination to hike and take excursions into nature 
found dozens of  new destinations as immigrants and veteran citizens 
got to know the many wonderful natural treasures of  the country dur-
ing the weekends or on holidays. One expression of  this commitment 
to conservation was the very robust and often aggressive civil society 
that emerged to protect the environment. Chief  among the conserva-
tion NGOs remains the SPNI. Founded largely by nature-loving kib-
butz members in June 1954, the organization had no trouble attracting 
members from all walks of  life, and soon became the country’s largest 
NGO with tens of  thousands of  paid members, wielding consider-
able infl uence among decision-makers. A vibrant and diverse ‘green’ 
interest group emerged to consolidate these conservation gains, and 
seek even greater protection for the creatures and plants living in 
the land.   30    

 During the country’s fi rst fi fty years, Israeli biodiversity even made 
something of  a comeback. Several animals that had gone extinct locally 
were reintroduced through the ‘Hai Bar’ programme.   31    The fallow deer, 
not seen locally since the Crusader days, was found in a tiny surviving 
population in Iran. A small herd was then fl own into the country from 
Iran, and became the core of  this captive breeding programme that 
eventually was large enough for a release into reserves in the Galilee and 
the Judean hills. Wild asses once again roam the desert terrain around 
the Mitspeh Ramon makhtesh. The country cheered in November 2011, 
when a pair of  painted frogs reappeared. The frog was thought to have 
become globally extinct after its wetlands habitat was drained, and this 
was the fi rst sighting in some fi fty years.   32    

 The 1960s, 1970s, and the 1980s were golden years for biodiversity 
and its protection in Israel. Strong legal protection, competent insti-
tutional capacity, and enthusiastic public support, all contributed to a 
collective sense of  purpose and ecological restoration. When Israelis 
looked over their borders to those of  neighbouring Arab countries, 
they saw that their country was not only literally greener due to an 
800 per cent increase in forest cover, but had far greater number of  



150  At Nature’s Edge

fauna species due to the protection they had received. The assemblage 
of  plants and animals in the country was undoubtedly diff erent from 
that which inspired prophets thousands of  years earlier during the days 
of  old. However, these novel Israeli ecosystems were still compelling, 
inspirational places where evolutionary processes continued to unfold, 
and where animals were largely safe from the heavy hand of  human 
progress and hunting. 

 During the second half  of  the twentieth century, the world began 
to pay more attention to the global biodiversity crisis and massive loss 
of  species. In 1992, the nations of  the world sent representatives to Rio 
de Janeiro to inaugurate the United Nations Biodiversity Convention.   33    
With impressive conservation institutions and regulatory infrastructure 
already in place, Israel did not hesitate to sign on to this new interna-
tional commitment to take signifi cant measures to prevent species loss. 
Nonetheless, due to the intervention of  other aff ected ministries who 
were less enthusiastic about conservation, and an unfortunate apathy 
among a long litany of  environmental ministers, it would take a full 
eighteen years for the Ministry of  Environment to publish an Action 
Plan as required under the treaty.   34    

     Israel Faces the Sixth Extinction  

  When Israel joined the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) in 2010, the international organization’s con-
stant monitoring off ered a rare opportunity to evaluate the country’s 
performance in a number of  areas relative to other developed countries. 
In 2011, the fi rst environmental report was issued that assessed the state 
of  biodiversity in Israel. The country has a range of  well-known, sig-
nifi cant environmental problems: from groundwater contamination to 
high greenhouse gas emissions. Nature protection was thought to be 
a happy exception—an area where the country excelled due to strong 
public policy. But the results of  the data collected by the OECD ana-
lysts came out surprisingly negative: already thirty-four vertebrates had 
become extinct. These numbers turned out to be just the tip of  the 
proverbial iceberg. 

 The report calculated that roughly 33 per cent of  the country’s verte-
brate species are endangered. The depleted numbers of  amphibians are 
particularly alarming; fi ve of  seven endemic species including the fi re 
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salamander are considered to be endangered. Of  the 105 mammal spe-
cies for which data are available, 56 per cent (fi fty-nine species) are listed 
as threatened. Several, such as the local leopard species, are in critical 
condition and on the verge of  local extinction. A full thirty-fi ve of  105 
reptile species are considered endangered, notwithstanding heroic 
eff orts to save the charismatic green turtle. In addition, six of  thirty-two 
endemic freshwater fi sh are considered to be in danger of  disappear-
ing—among them the Yarkon bleak ( Acanthobrama telavivensis ), which 
rallied from 150 individuals due to reintroduction of  some 9,000 fi sh 
in 2006, most of  whose descendants appear to have survived.   35    A 2017 
survey found that the bleak comprised 11 per cent of  the fi sh surveyed 
in the central Yarkon segments, but the species still faces an uncertain 
future.   36    In addition, some thirty-nine of  210 nesting birds, including 
the lovely lesser kestrel are defi ned as endangered.   37    The exploitation of  
the country’s water sources has led to considerable extinctions among 
species in aquatic habitats. 

 What is the reason for this dramatic change in performance, and 
the dismal and discouraging present picture? The public in Israel is 
extremely engaged in outdoor activities: from hiking and camping to 
rock climbing and cycling, millions of  Israelis visit the country’s forests 
and nature reserves each year. 

 From the country’s inception, love of  nature is considered to be 
an integral part of  the expression of  patriotism, and school curricula 
include ‘love of  homeland’ classes with annual trips to inculcate the 
next generation in their natural heritage. This passion was an impor-
tant aspect of  Zionism—the Jewish national movement that founded 
the country—and appears to be relatively unique in its intensity. It is 
manifested in the country’s diverse and very robust environmental 
movement. Yet it seems that Israeli biodiversity, once a paragon of  the 
ability of  conservation intervention to stem negative trends, has gone 
into freefall. 

 After all, in 2014, Israel’s Nature and Parks Authority commissioned 
a review of  its activities by an international committee of  experts. 
The conservation agency received kudos from the international 
evaluation of  its scientifi c competency and the professionalism of  its 
eff orts. Unfortunately, the report emphasized institutional ‘outputs’ 
as opposed to ‘outcomes’.   38    While conservation offi  cials are highly 
competent, professional, and passionate about their mission, trends 
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suggest that they are failing. The reasons can be found buried in the 
detailed, offi  cial government documents analysing Israel’s biodiver-
sity record. 

 A 2009 report by the Israeli government submitted to the UN 
Biodiversity Convention, for example, off ers a general list of  challenges 
facing biodiversity protection eff orts. These are similar to the problems 
faced by conservation agencies worldwide. They include ‘habitat loss, 
fragmentation and degradation, increase in the number of  invasive spe-
cies, harmful behaviour patterns such as pollution and over-exploitation 
of  resources. A sequence of  drought years increased the pressures on 
natural ecosystems’.   39    

 Israel’s  National Action Plan for Biodiversity Protection  places the blame 
on statutory inadequacies, citing two fundamental fl aws in present leg-
islation, which encumber biodiversity preservation eff orts: 

   Israel’s biodiversity suff ers from two limitations of  the existing legis-
lation. The fi rst is that the National Parks and Nature Reserves Law 
and the Wildlife Protection Law are designated for ‘nature protection,’ 
which is similar but not identical to ‘biodiversity conservation and 
management.’ Hence these laws provide solutions for individual spe-
cies more than they support remedial action for the entire biodiversity 
and for whole ecosystems under threat. In contrast, all other relevant 
legal instruments do not address biodiversity at all, but are directed 
at physical components such as land and water for human use, usu-
ally detached from the functionality of  biodiversity in the provision 
of  human needs. The second limitation is that the existing legislation 
imposes restrictions and bans on actions that constitute ‘threats’ to bio-
diversity instead of  obligating authorities to initiate actions, such as 
government programs for protecting ecosystems and their biodiversity, 
or mechanisms for granting ‘endangered’ legal status to threatened 
species, ecosystems and their services, all within a framework of  a con-
solidated and comprehensive national biodiversity policy.   40    

   Yet, existing authorizing legislation for the Nature and Parks Authority 
surpasses that of  many countries that are doing a far better job of  
 preserving species diversity. The reason why Israel’s remarkable species 
richness and robust ecological systems are slipping away, ultimately, is 
systemic. Existing legislation addresses ‘symptoms’ rather than causes. 
The country off ers an extreme demonstration of  the generic axiom: 
‘More people, less nature’. 
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 The OECD report was succinct in its assessment: 

   Israel’s biodiversity is subject to serious pressures from several sources: 
habitat fragmentation, the introduction of  invasive species, over-
exploitation of  natural resources, and pollution.  Demographic changes , 
economic development and climate change are the main drivers of  
these pressures.   41    

   The report was reserved and understated in its analysis. Yet, the upshot 
of  the OECD evaluation appears to be clear. Israel’s demographic 
growth is extremely rapid. In 1950, there were but 1 million people 
in the country. Since then, the country’s population has grown by 
1 million people each decade. Today, Israel has over 8 million citizens. 
During the country’s fi rst years, immigration was the major engine of  
demographic growth. Since that time, a high birth rate has been the 
major reason.   42    ( Jordan has also seen its population swell as it absorbed 
millions of   refugees during the past seven decades. As the country grew 
from 500,000 to 9.5 million people during the same period, widespread 
hunting was never regulated. The ecological results were catastrophic).   43    

 The government offi  cials who prepared their report also acknowl-
edge that ‘Accelerated development and population growth, together 
with the eff ects of  climate change, are the major driving forces behind 
the main threats to the local biodiversity.’   44    

 Israel’s total fertility rate (TFR) has reached 3.0 children per family 
on average—almost 50 per cent higher than the next developed coun-
try, New Zealand, whose TFR is only 2.2. This is not a coincidence. 
Government policies actually encourage large families, and provide 
pro-natal subsidies, from generous child allowances to direct grants to 
new mothers. Not only is demographic stability nowhere in sight, the 
birth rate continues to increase with religious communities reaching 
average fertility levels of  6.5. This demographic policy, and the popula-
tion proliferation it spawns, are undermining conservation eff orts and 
unravelling the achievements of  the past.   45    

 The OECD report makes it quite clear in its assessment that popu-
lation growth is responsible for a range of  environmental insults, 
especially to natural systems. When looking at the decimation of  local 
wetland species it explains: ‘Population pressures, continued construc-
tion activities and climate change will likely contribute to the con-
tinuation of  this trend unless policy action is taken’.   46    People require 
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housing, roads, and places of  employment. As more of  them become 
more prosperous, habitats are sacrifi ced for new neighbourhoods, com-
munities, and highways. 

 Housing is the quintessential example of  a  direct driver , which takes 
massive toll on open spaces and the habitats, where public policy focuses 
on ‘symptoms’ rather than addressing root causes. Without even con-
sidering whether it might be well to begin controlling ‘demand’, the 
government strategy, regardless of  the political parties forming the 
coalition, involves an expansion of  supply. 

 Israel’s housing crisis is very real to be sure. Here are the present 
fi gures: At the end of  2013, there were roughly 2.4 million apartments 
in Israel—and 2.5 million households. Some 25 per cent Israelis live 
in rented apartments. From the start of  the new millennium, estate 
prices increased rapidly. In infl ation-adjusted terms, Israeli home prices 
increased 82.1 per cent between 2006 and 2016, second only to Hong 
Kong internationally.   47    The informed prediction of  Israel’s leading 
economics periodical is that they will double in a decade.   48    The rental 
market is comparable: In 2013, tenants in the centre of  Israel were pay-
ing 50 per cent more to their landlords on average than they were fi ve 
years earlier. An Israeli needs to save 191 months of  the average national 
salary to buy a basic fi ve-room apartment, twice the number of  salaries 
it takes in other OECD countries, and six times higher than the amount 
required in Sweden.   49    

 The recent pressures are hardly the fi rst time that the country has 
faced an acute housing crisis. In July 1990, ‘Emergency Legislation’ was 
passed to streamline construction in light of  the deluge of  one million 
Russian Jewish immigrants who headed for Israel with the fall of  the 
iron curtain.   50    The government ‘pulled out all the stops’ and began to 
build. 

 Perhaps the greatest environmental setback of  the period came in 
the form of  this ‘Emergency Legislation’, which essentially eviscer-
ated Israel’s Planning and Building system. Dominated by government 
development interests, the new emergency committees created by the 
law expedited approval of  hundreds of  thousands of  housing units, 
with precious little interest in such details as environmental impact 
statements or the sensitivity of  aff ected habitats. The Ministry of  
Environment did not hesitate to report the damage, but was politically 
helpless to mitigate it.   51    
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 Twenty years later, following a massive protest during the summer 
of  2011 against the aforementioned housing shortage, similar legisla-
tion was passed. This time a ‘National Planning and Construction for 
Priority Housing Areas Committee’ was established. Given authority 
to override existing master plans, potential areas for new neighbour-
hoods and towns were identifi ed with practically no regard for the 
 ecological assets on site. Indeed, notwithstanding a hue and cry from 
the general public, iconic forests such as Beit Keshet and Begin, along 
with Jerusalem’s lovely biodiversity hotspot, Mitzpeh Naftoah, have 
been tentatively rezoned for residential uses. 

 Each year Israel will need to add 60,000 residential units to meet the 
expanding demand. It is something akin to a nation running on a tread-
mill, simply to stay in place. The toll on the local ecosystems in the long 
run will be devastating.   52    

 Nowhere is this dynamic clearer than in the new city of  Modi’in. 
Located halfway between the Tel Aviv coastal metropolis and the 
greater Jerusalem capital in the hills of  Judea, and twenty years after 
the fi rst residents moved in, the city provides a home to 80,000 people. 
The problem is that there are plans to expand the city to 250,000. The 
land reserves for this expansion come from a critical ecological corri-
dor, which allows the movement of  large mammals in Israel’s central 
regions. 

 The city is covered on one side by the Ben Shemen forest—conifer 
woodlands planted over half  a century ago. An inventory of  the sur-
rounding open spaces reveals a surprisingly rich variety of  wildlife 
thriving in the woodlands including foxes, gazelles, jackals, mon-
gooses, hyenas, wild cats, badgers, porcupines, hedgehogs, and hares.   53    
Ecologists and planners have put forward a detailed plan describing how 
to preserve the corridor, which might provide these animals with the 
requisite genetic diversity for modest populations to survive into the 
future.   54    However, these visions do not seem to be of  particular interest 
to present government planners who rarely see beyond housing quotas. 

 It is not just the physical usurpation of  habitats. Humans also bring 
with them invasive species, which supplant limited resources for local 
animals and plants that are already under signifi cant pressure. In a recent 
review by Israel’s most senior zoologist, Tel Aviv University’s Yoram 
Yom-Tov, over 200 invasive species of  insects were identifi ed along with 
twenty bird species (including the now ubiquitous common mynah, 
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 Acridotheres tristis ), all manner of  fi sh, and a couple of  mammals.   55    
Pollution control eff orts are focused on human needs and often leave 
natural systems exposed to pesticides and other contaminants. Streams 
and springs dry up when water is tapped for human consumption, agri-
cultural or domestic. Israelis may love nature. Given present densities, 
however, they challenge its ability to survive. Yet, Israel’s regulatory 
response has been sluggish.   56    

 In a review of  Israel’s historic eff orts to preserve biodiversity, 
Professor Yoram Yom-Tov summarizes: 

   This historic review of  Israel’s wildlife suggests that the rise in human 
population in Israel has come at the expense of  the other creatures of  
the land. Modern conservation biology policies if  implemented and 
enforced faithfully can prevent much of  this damage. We can only hope 
that the race between nature lovers and developers will be won by the 
former.   57    

   Ultimately, species diversity is a function of  how much habitat is 
 available. The so-called ‘species–area eff ect’ is one of  the few ecological 
laws which appears to be highly reliable across a wide range of  climates 
or topographies.   58    Species numbers grow geometrically as the ‘island’ 
on which they live increases in size. Because of  its unique geographical 
features, the land of  Israel came to support an unusually large number 
of  fl ora and fauna species, especially given its diminutive dimensions. 
But as the country became cut up and fragmented into urban and 
suburban islands by highways and urbanized centres, the minimum 
amount of  space required for the genetic diversity of  a small animal 
community in many places was no longer available. These dynamics are 
not unique to Israel, and can be found in large countries like Australia, 
or considerably smaller ones such as Slovenia.   59    

 Cooperation with Jordan, Palestine, Lebanon, and Syria, through 
establishment of  ‘peace parks’, may be able to relieve some of  the pres-
sure, and provide critical lands. Many such transboundary sanctuaries 
have been proposed by academics and NGOs.   60    

 Sadly, Israel has not yet found governmental partners who are as 
enthusiastic about such arrangements. On the contrary, over the past 
decade, uninvited infl uxes of  refugees, contraband, and terror, have 
only precipitated Israel’s building security walls and border fences. 
These greatly exacerbate existing habitat fragmentation. 
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 Today, Israel appears to be at a crossroads. Against all odds, ecosys-
tems survived centuries of  confl ict and land degradation. During the 
past sixty years, Israeli conservation policies largely refl ected the ‘state-
of-the-art’ in the fi eld, and the national commitment to preservation 
has been signifi cant, as manifested in the impressive network of  nature 
reserves. But nature reserves are not inviolate. For example, the army is 
permitted to avail itself  of  many of  the largest sanctuaries in the country 
for military manoeuvres. In the relentless search for new lands to build 
suburbs and cities, decision-makers can rezone declared nature reserves 
for residence. Ultimately, this is a political decision. People vote—and 
people want to live in spacious homes. 

 It would seem that the State of  Israel must make a choice: either 
it can change its demographic policies and stabilize population, incen-
tivizing life in dense but hopefully pleasant urban environments; or it 
can watch the slow and steady disappearance of  its magnifi cent natural 
heritage. It cannot have it both ways. 
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