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Introduction

We begin the book by asking: How important are local elections in Israel?
The answer is a direct function of the importance of local government

within the political system here, but it is also more far-reaching.

At first glance it might be argued that local politics in Israel is of little
importance. First, Israeli politics is dominated by foreign affairs and
security issues, and citizens tend to choose their representatives based
on these issues or on identity and tribal affiliation factors, which are
themselves directly related to and even shaped by foreign affairs and
security. Second, the structure of government in Israel is centralized,

making local government fairly weak. According to the European Union’s

iii
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Local Autonomy Index (LAI), Israel is the most centralized of all the EU
and OECD member states. Indeed, many observers regard Israeli local
authorities as more bureaucratic and administrative than political or

democratic in nature.

On the other hand, local authorities in Israel—and therefore also local
politics in general—are crucially important to residents’ lives. Despite
the centralized structure, their powers are by no means negligible.
Local authorities have decisive or even exclusive responsibility for such
areas as urban development and planning, cleanliness, sanitation, and
maintenance of public order. In other fields, such as education and
social services, they share responsibility with central government.
Furthermore, local authorities are a key player in various efforts made on
the countrywide level, including the allocation of land for building and

setting the pace of development of national and regional infrastructure.

A de facto decentralization has been taking place in Israel, with local
government gaining greater autonomy, despite the absence of any
formal change in its status. This process has intensified in the wake of the
strengthening of the status of mayors due to the switch to direct election
and the gradual reduction in the involvement of national parties in local
elections. As a result, local authorities have increasingly assumed powers
and functions even without necessarily being assigned such powers
officially. This is particularly striking in financially and administratively
strong local authorities, whose impact on residents’ lives is particularly

significant.

The importance of local government in Israel was demonstrated clearly
in the course of recent emergencies, such as the Covid-19 pandemic
(2020-2021) and the Iron Swords War (since October 2023), especially
given the instability that characterized the central government in those
periods. Local authorities played a key role in maintaining functional

continuity and rehabilitating localities and communities during these
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crises.In addition, public opinion surveys in recent years have found that
the people have a high level of confidence in their local government and
tend to believe that it functions better than central government. In view
of these trends, empowerment of local government has been included in

recent proposals for rehabilitating and rejuvenating Israeli democracy.

The importance of local elections goes beyond the importance of local
government per se.First of all, the elections in eachlocality are a democratic
laboratory. For residents, local elections are an opportunity to express
their views, exert pressure, and demand accountability from elected
representatives in their locality. In addition, they are a way for residents
to “practice democracy,” that is, gain experience in deciding whom to vote
for and accepting the results—even when those are opposed to what they
personally would have preferred. “Practicing democracy” outside national
elections is particularly important given that while citizens in most
democratic countries vote in additional elections—e.g., for the European
Parliament or other levels of government within the country (regional,
county, or state), in Israel local government is the only governmental level
other than central government. Accordingly, local elections are the only

elections in which residents vote other than the Knesset elections.

Second, for candidates this is an important political arena in its own
right—an effort to attain power and to pave their way and gain
experience in political organization. In some cases, it is a springboard for
a career in national politics,® or for other influential positions in public

and commercial life.

1 Inthe present (25th) Knesset, there were 39 Knesset members (32.5%)
following the 2022 elections with a political background in local government;
since 1977, only once (after the 1996 elections) was a higher number recorded
(Finkelstein 2024).
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Finally, analyses of local election results are of great importance because
they can expose social and political phenomena that extend beyond the
affairs of the local authorities—for example, changes in the political
involvement of various groups in society (women, immigrants); transfer
of democratic techniques between the local and the national arenas (e.g.,
direct elections); the spread of local electoral successes to the national
level (e.g., the move of the Shas and Yisrael Beitenu parties from the local
to the national level); and investments by national parties in local races

in order to establish a broad base of support for their national campaigns.

*kk

Despite the significance of local elections, it is hard to ignore the fact that
they generally receive little public attention, and accordingly less media

coverage and public discourse than the national elections.

The research literature concerning local elections is also relatively sparse,
certainly in comparison with the studies published about Knesset
elections and national political parties. In broad terms, it can be said that
there has been almost no systematic writing about local elections in
Israel. The 1998 elections were the last local elections for which there is
a comprehensive survey, though an issue of the journal State and Society

was devoted to the 2003 elections.

Inaddition, articles have been published over the years examining specific
aspects of local elections, often focusing on a particular population group
(especially Arab society) or examining causal relationships between
variables, mostly through the use of local elections as a basis for political
research on more general questions. Nevertheless, writing about
local elections in Israel is, as stated, relatively limited. The aim of this
collection is to fill this research lacuna. The book is mainly descriptive:
it focuses on presenting the main results of local elections. The chapters

explore several overarching topics through standard cross-sections: voter
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turnout, competitiveness and turnover in races for councils and mayors,
the involvement of national parties, and so forth. Because the book is
descriptive, it does not offer political recommendations based on the
findings, even though many of the topics discussed are related to aspects

of policy.

Thebookis divided into three sections. The first section offers an overview
oflocal elections from the voters’ perspective. The second section looks at
broad motifs and phenomena by focusing on candidates in mayoral and
council elections. The third section focuses on the party list system, and
especially relationships between lists and candidates on the local and

national levels.
The first section—The Voters—comprises two chapters.

Chapter 1 maps issues that are important to Israelis in local elections,
based on a public opinion survey. The chapter identifies four main
issues that are important to the public: maintenance and infrastructure,
cleanliness and beautification, education, and preservation of public
order.

Chapter 2 examines voter turnout rates in local elections over the years
compared to other countries and compared to Knesset elections. It looks
at differences in turnout rates between types of local authorities and
between the first and second rounds of elections. The chapter shows that
the participation rate inlocal elections is very low —almost 20 percentage
points lower than in national elections. However, the participation rate

in elections in Arab and Haredi localities is higher than in other localities.

The second section—The Elected —comprises five chapters, all analyzing
election results according to four broad motifs: representativeness,
turnover, competitiveness, and factionalization (ie., the number of

different parties represented on the local council).
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Chapter 3 discusses the representation of women in elections for mayors
and councils and distinguishes between the candidacy and election
stages. The main finding of this chapter is that the percentage of women
in both stages is increasing but remains low from an international
standpoint and in comparison with the corresponding figure for Knesset

elections.

Chapter 4 describes the intensity of competition in mayoral elections
based on several indicators, including the number of candidates, the
percentage of races that reach a second round, the percentage of races
in which there is a single candidate, and the difference in votes between
candidates. The chapter shows that competitiveness in the candidacy
stage (e.g., the number of candidates) has decreased slightly over the
years, while competitiveness in the election stage (e.g., the difference in

votes between the leading candidates) has remained stable.

Chapter 5 explores the degree of factionalization in local councils. Thus
it too deals with competitiveness in this stage of local elections. On the
whole, the degree of factionalization of local councils has hardly changed
over time, although, as in the case of competition for the position of
mayor, the number of losers and the percentage of wasted votes has
decreased. Factionalization is much greater in Arab authorities than in

Jewish localities.

Chapters 6 and 7 map the rate of turnover of mayors and local
councilors, distinguishing between turnover due to loss in elections and
turnover due to not running for reelection. It was found that the turnover
of mayors has been fairly stable over time and is higher than in other
countries (and particularly high in Arab localities). The turnover rate for
councilors was found to be particularly high in Arab localities, regional

councils, and among women.



Introduction

Section 3—National and Local, Individual and Partisan—comprises four

chapters.

Chapters 8 and 9 examine and map the relationships and associations
between national parties and local lists and candidates. The two
chapters point to a gradual decline in the formal and organizational
affiliation (funding) and the public affiliation (the name of the list) of local
lists and candidates with national parties. Hence, Israel has an unusually
high percentage of independent lists and candidates compared to other

countries.

Chapter 10 analyzes the extent of personalized politics (personalism) in
local elections based on an analysis of the official names of local lists.
The chapter notes an ongoing and considerable increase in the number
of lists whose official name includes the name of the head of the list, a

widespread phenomenon in Jewish localities.

Chapter 11 reviews oppositions in local government, focusing on the
size of the opposition and characteristics of opposition lists. The chapter
shows that oppositions in Israeli local government tend to be small
compared to the central government in Israel and compared to local
government in other countries; in a large percentage of localities there

is no opposition at all.

Ariel Finkelstein and Itamar Yakir, January 2026
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