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Abstract

A. General background

In 2003, Radio A-Shams (“the sun” in Arabic) went live under license from
the Second Authority for Television and Radio (the regulator of commercial
broadcasting in Israel) aiming to serve the Arabic-speaking public in northern
and central Israel. The station was originally an Arab-Jewish business
enterprise, but soon became the only legally operating radio station in Israel
under full Arab ownership, broadcasting 24/7, 365 days a year. However,
despite its uniqueness, there has been no academic study of the station, the
content it broadcasts, its work methods, or its relations with the regulatory
body. Our research aims to address these lacunae.

k k ck

From time to time, the Israeli and international media publish items about
Radio A-Shams that portray the station as one of two things—eitheranational-
nationalistic station that is hostile to the state, or, alternatively, a station that
suffers political persecution by a hostile Israeli-Zionist establishment. Either
way, the public discourse about the station is dichotomous and superficial.
Our research aims to examine the station’s programs and its relationship
with the regulatory authority. This is the first attempt of its kind to survey
the station’s scope of activity, study its development and the media tradition
it has fostered, and analyze its programs using quantitative and qualitative
methods. We focused on two areas: first the station’s programs on current
events, distinguishing between routine broadcasts and those on Israeli and
Arab national holidays; the second—points of friction between the station
and the Israeli establishment. We chose to focus on current-events programs
for three reasons: the importance the station and its management attribute to
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these programs; the centrality of current-events shows during the peak hours
ofradio listening; and the fact that most of the friction between the regulatory
authority and the station is connected with current events.

B. The station

A-Shams is first and foremost a commercial media outlet. It is a conservative
station; it does not seek to break barriers or stake out new ground. Even
when it challenges and criticizes Arab society, it does so cautiously. Two
main sources of influence shape its identity: the Arab minority society and
the Jewish majority society. There are also secondary regional influences
from Palestinian society outside of Israel and from the Middle East.

The station’s agenda is clearly local-Israeli. It is precisely for this reason
that its professional employees worry, perhaps excessively, about being
identified as Zionist Israelis. Sometimes this concern affects the content of
the broadcasts and, consequently, the way the Israeli-Jewish street views the
station. However, it is not a subversive station, despite its criticism of the
Jewish establishment. Our research shows that the station’s anti-establishment
critique is also directed against players in Arab society. Its journalists and
hosts are opinionated and do not refrain from taking a stand. In this regard,
however, they are no different from their Jewish colleagues. It is important to
recall in this context that although the personnel at A-Shams radio view the
regional Arabic-language media as a model, they are also—even primarily—
influenced by the Hebrew-language media.

Most of the station’s journalists enter the field with a sense of mission,
hoping to fulfill their dream of working in the media. They seek to portray
their society as proud and dignified, without ignoring the tension that exists
between the Israeli civic identity and the Palestinian national identity. We
can unequivocally affirm that the station is an Arab media outlet that takes
pride in its Arabness—but also in its Israeliness. Its personnel tread the fine
line between local independence, on the one hand, and the desire to be part
of Israeli society and engage in ongoing dialogue with it, on the other. It is
important for them to be involved in Israeli society; they are disappointed
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when their professional work is examined through a political lens, rather
than a professional one. Our research indicates that they indeed function
as professional journalists. However, because of their national identity,
the Jewish majority society views them as politically biased. The station’s
staff emphasize time and again that they seek to serve as an Arab voice, but
perhaps they do not emphasize enough their determination to do this as a
part of the State of Israel. A-Shams is not the Voice of Palestine. But neither
is it the Voice of Israel in Arabic or a mouthpiece for the Zionist-Israeli
establishment. A-Shams is an Israeli voice in Arabic; a local Arab voice,
distinct but not isolationist, the voice of a sort of counter-society that aspires,
in its own way, to become part of that society.

C. The regulatory authority

The Israeli establishment views the Arabic-language media as “soldiers” in
the Arab-Israeli conflict. Thus, an independent Arab radio station, besides
being an instrument to serve the country and its Arab citizens, is, to the
establishment, a potential tool for incitement or psychological warfare.
However, the same Israeli establishment also wants the Arabic-language
radio station to serve as a “bridge for peace” or a “means of bringing people
closer.” In any case, it sometimes seems to the Jewish establishment that
even a conservative station like A-Shams is nothing more than the lesser of
two evils: a statutory obligation that must be permitted but should viewed
with suspicion.

The Second Authority for Television and Radio regulates the station’s
activity from a functional and professional perspective. The Second Authority
includes two echelons — supervisory and professional. The Public Council of
the Second Authority is the supervisory echelon; its role is to represent the
media needs of the public. While there is skepticism regarding its ability to
fill this role in general, our research raises a larger question about its ability
to perform this function in particular vis-a-vis A-Shams: Because the Arab
voice is not adequately represented on the Public Council, there is no one
to represent the Israeli Arab sentiment or to serve as the public advocate for



A-Shams: The Challenges of an Arabic Radio Station in Israel

the station. Absent any other options, this void is filled by the professional
echelon, which indeed tries to defend the station. This situation creates a
paradox: the professional echelon is both the supervisor and the advocate.
This dual role undermines confidence in its professional integrity and ability
to oversee the station’s broadcasts.

In 2000, the system of supervision of the regional radio stations changed;
since then, the regulatory authorities have relied exclusively on complaints
by the public and have not closely and consistently monitored broadcasts. We
found that this reform harmed A-Shams, because the Arab public does not
generally submit complaints. This void was filled by entities with a political
agenda, who thus posed a challenge for regulators.

Unlike other stations, most of the friction between A-Shams and the
regulatory authorities pertains to national issues, rather than to the routine
issues of the commercial relations (for example, branded content, product
placement, harmful content or misleading advertisements) or technical
relations (for example, increasing the broadcast sound level) that generally
characterize the interaction between a radio station and regulatory authority.
Add in the volatile national aspect of the Arab-Jewish conflict and the feelings
of deprivation and exclusion, and the regulatory authority becomes a national
enemy in the eyes of the station’s personnel. At this point, the involvement
of political entities intensifies the friction; they lack a broad perspective
because they are exposed to a fraction of a broadcast and are unaware of
the full range of the station’s broadcasts; for example, they hear a sound bite
from an interview or sometimes even a full interview detached of its context.
Consequently, the ensuing public and political discussion is characterized by
fear of a media outlet whose language is unintelligible to most of the State’s
Jewish citizens, and by a lack of familiarity with the station’s broadcasts and
the fields in which it operates. Moreover, the participants in this discussion
are unfamiliar with how the authorities oversee the commercial media and
do not understand the connection between the supervisory authorities and
the station.

vi
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D. “Gray regulation” and its repercussions

In order to avoid the problems cited here and to achieve a modus vivendi
that also prevents public, political, and legal conflicts with the station, the
regulatory authorities prefer to reach private understandings with it. Thus,
weighty decisions—for example, a decision to drop a program from the
broadcast schedule—are made without transparency and without notification
to the public. This fosters norms of “gray regulation”—unofficial constraints
that are based on the absence of public discussion, attempts to avoid courtroom
confrontations and public controversy, and veiled economic threats (such as
fines if the matter reaches discussion in the accepted regulatory channels,
revocation of its license, or allocation of a frequency to another Arab station
that would compete with A-Shams).

One of the measures regulators adopt in creating this “gray regulation”
is to conceal information from the public. We found in our research that the
Second Authority restricts the dissemination of information about the radio
stations under its purview and about its relationships with them. This lack of
transparency makes research and public monitoring difficult. The problem
intensifies in a sensitive area like oversight of an Arabic-language radio
station. The volatile public atmosphere and the superficial debate have crucial
repercussions on the fabric of life in a multicultural society like Israel’s. The
regulatory authorities should act with greater transparency and should not be
deterred from publishing reports, meeting summaries and protocols—even
on issues that are sensitive but very important for the public discourse and
for the future of Israeli society. In fact, the attempt to conceal information
and prevent public discussion is the main stumbling block in the relations
between the station and the regulator.

To sum up the interface between the station and the regulators, we
can say that the regulatory monitoring, public criticism, and concealing of
information breed fear, suspicion, and distrust on the part of the station vis-
a-vis the regulatory authorities. The station’s management is compelled to
maneuver between a rock and a hard place, between the regulators and the
station’s personnel. On the one hand, it tries to accommodate the regulatory
authorities and their rules without surrendering its need for freedom of action.

vii
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The management contends that the regulator’s interest is to allow radio
stations to operate freely, within some legislated bounds. On the other hand,
when the management accedes to the regulator’s demands, it presents similar
arguments to its staff. That is, the management claims that it is in the station’s
interest to comply with the regulations, even when the workers view these
rules as an expression of political persecution.

The pressures the regulatory authorities exert on the station can drive two
ostensibly opposing processes, both of which harm the freedom of action of
the station’s professional staff. The first process entails a weakening of the
station’s management vis-a-vis its employees and a blow to the management’s
image . There is a sense that it is weak and cannot withstand the pressure by
the regulators and that it is loyal to the establishment rather than to the society
the station is supposed to serve. The second process is a reinforcement of the
management’s process of centralization: The management decides what will
be broadcast, because otherwise the station will be stripped of its license and
the professionals at the station will lose their jobs. The two processes do not
contribute to freedom of expression and freedom of the press; they certainly
do not contribute to the professional functioning of the station.

E. Conclusions

Radio A-Shams is one piece of the complex puzzle that is the national identity
of Israel’s Arab minority. Its broadcasts have the potential to reinforce the
fears and concerns inherent in exposure to content that is foreign to those
who are not fluent in Arabic or familiar with the cultural-political milieu of
contemporary Arab society.

Like any other radio station, A-Shams is not a bridge for peace and should
not be viewed as a means for enhancing fraternity between Arabs and Jews
in Israel. The station is a vehicle of culture, entertainment, and commerce,
like any other radio station, and also has political aspects. To some extent,
the difficulty in the relations between A-Shams and the regulator stem from
the latter’s unrealistic expectations of the station. The promise of being a
bridge creates expectations on the other side of the bridge—that is, among
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the authorities. When the station does not function as a bridging agent, it
is perceived by the regulators as violating its license and stirs primal fears
among Jewish listeners. We should therefore redefine the role of an Arabic-
language station in the State of Israel. If it ignores conflicts, complexities,
and national confrontations within the State, it will not fulfill its role and will
be irrelevant to the Arab public living here; in fact, it will just reinforce the
feelings of alienation this sector already experiences. In this situation, and
certainly in an age of digital media, the Arab public in Israel will find other
Arabic media outlets, which are already accessible and used by this sector, to
find its way to information that was “hidden.”

The regulatory authorities can contend with the challenge if they study the
station’s content and broadcasters in greater depth. But this presents another
problem: The regulatory authorities’ in-depth monitoring of the station is
liable to uncover flaws in the station’s operation' and, in particular, lead to
a deeper sense of persecution. To deal with this feeling, the regulator should
adopt a tolerant line and accept the fact that Radio A-Shams broadcasts to a
specific audience within a multicultural region and should not be expected to
toe the Zionist line on national holidays. Therefore, for example, there is no
reason it should not broadcast on Yom Kippur—when the Arab school system
operates as usual

Today, Radio A-Shams is one of the only entities in Israel that still
lives in both the world of the Jewish majority society and the world of the
Arab minority society. This is nothing to scoff at in these days of widening
gaps between the two sectors, with each one converging within itself. Israeli
society can derive great benefit from an inclusive approach toward this station
because A-Shams could help shape an Arab ethos within the State and as part
of it. Therefore, in accordance with the policy of inclusion and acceptance,
there is even room to consider expanding its broadcast range.

1 These flaws are not unique to Radio A-Shams but refer to deviations from the regulations
typical of all the commercial stations, such as advertising content and digressions from the

broadcast schedule.
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