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As Israel’s Strategic Affairs Minister, 
why do you believe that CSR is strategi-
cally important to Israel? 
I believe that corporate social responsi-
bility [CSR] is critical to our economic 
success and growth. We are a relatively 
small country with few natural resourc-
es, but we have two key strengths: an 
extremely diverse population, and an 
innovative business culture with more 
startups per capita than any other  
country. To succeed, we must fully 
integrate our diverse society into our 
high-tech economy.

Our small size and low rainfall  
makes protecting the environment and 
sustainable water management critical. 
Israel now recycles 85 percent of its 
wastewater. That’s four times higher 
than any other country in the world. 

Can you give an example of how you 
are encouraging workforce diversity?
We are investing heavily in sectors that 
have been historically underrepresented 
in the workforce. One example is women 
from the Bedouin community. We are 
working with that community to find 
ways to employ and empower women 
while respecting cultural sensitivities. 
One solution we found was to open up 
an all-women call center housed inside 
of a local mosque. 

This is just one example. Over the 
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past 10 years we have managed to 
increase the workforce participation of 
Arab women by 33 percent. There is still 
much to be done, but we are moving in 
the right direction.

What impact have Israel’s CSR innova-
tions had beyond Israel’s borders?
One of the outstanding characteristics of 
our startup culture is that it isn’t focused 
only on creating profitable companies, 
but equally on solving the world’s most 
pressing problems. For example, Israel’s 
cutting-edge sustainable water technolo-
gies are improving water quality around 
the world, from Argentina to India, 
Azerbaijan and California. Israeli medical 
devices are helping to prevent the spread 
of HIV among men in 16 African coun-
tries, while Israeli solar technologies are 
connecting rural villages to electricity in 
Ethiopia, Tanzania, Malawi and Uganda.

The Middle East is going through a  
turbulent period. What impact can 
Israeli CSR have on the region?
Firstly, Israel remains an island of 
stability and high investor confidence 
in the region. Foreign direct investment 
increased last year by 71 percent. In fact, 
Israel consistently has the highest ratio of 
venture capital as a share of GDP among 
all OECD countries. 

Secondly, I believe that in our region, 

CSR can live up to its loftiest ideals. 
Businesses can serve not only as a force 
for social good, but as a catalyst for 
coexistence and peace. This is true both 
with regard to Israel’s Jewish and Arab 
sectors, and with regard to Israelis and 
Palestinians. 

One of the top priorities of the current 
government is to advance social and 
economic equality between the Arab and 
Jewish sectors. In addition to the Strategic 
Affairs ministry, I also hold the Public 
Security portfolio, and am responsible for 
the Israeli police. The police force can be 
a key player in advancing integration and 
social cohesion. That’s why I’m investing 
millions in a multi-year plan to  
dramatically increase the number of 
Israeli Arab police officers. More broadly, 
we recently allocated $3.85 billion to 
improving education, transportation and 
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housing in the sector.
Businesses can be a key bridge to a 

lasting Israeli-Palestinian peace, as well. 
Joint Israeli-Palestinian industrial parks 
are islands of peace in an often tense 
region. 

I recently visited the Barkan Indus-
trial Park, where 20,000 Israelis and 
Palestinians work shoulder to shoulder. I 
spoke with one of the Palestinian factory 
managers who oversees both Israelis 
and Palestinians, who explained that 
the employees park politics at the door 
and focus on their common goals. He 
also noted that thousands of Palestinians 
benefi t from these parks, since the 
wages and benefi ts are far better than 
those in the Palestinian Authority. 

In order to move toward a true peace, 
we must build mutual understanding 
and respect. Businesses can be bridges 
for bringing people together.

How does Israel see its relationship 
with the international CSR community?
We are committed to the values of 
transparency and engagement, and are 
very interested in a constructive and 
professional dialogue with the interna-
tional CSR community. 

Unfortunately, certain extremist 
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groups opposed to Israel’s very existence 
have explicitly identifi ed CSR as an arena 
in which to push their political anti-Israel 
agenda. However, in my conversations 
with the CSR leaders during the Israeli 
CSR conference, I was heartened by 
their commitment to a constructive 
exchange. They made it clear that their 
goal was to promote dialogue rather than 
divestment, and positive CSR outcomes 
rather than negative political campaigns, 
which do nothing but harm Palestinians 
and the chances for peace. We look 
forward to continuing the conversation, 
while sharing our world-leading CSR 
innovations.

Corporate citizenship is surging in Israel, 
which is now ranked among the top 20 
countries globally for social innovation, 
and No. 1 in the Middle East, according 
to sector specialist Maala at Israel’s fi rst 
international CSR conference, The Israeli 
CSR Experience. 

The standard-setting NGO highlight-
ed the growth of local CSR initiatives by 
noting that the community in Israel now 
represents a third of the country’s 
entire GDP.

The two-day conference, held on 
Nov. 30–Dec. 1 in Tel Aviv, featured 
a medley of renowned international 
speakers from the world’s leading 
organizations and companies. Domestic 
representation included local divisions 
of global corporations, such as Intel, 
3M and Unilever, alongside Israeli CSR 
leaders. 

Momo Mahadav, Chief Executive of 
Maala, said that Israel’s experience in 
the fi eld of CSR was unique and 
progressive in several ways. He noted 
that the country tends to focus on 
domestic social issues, while being 
somewhat less vocal on international 
issues such as climate change. Mahadev 
suggested that this development may 
be the result of a strong ethos of social 
solidarity and activism within Israel.

The fi rst day of the conference 
featured discussions concerning many 
CSR goals, including: gender parity; the 
importance of having essential links 
between business, education and the 
government; how local economies can  
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A Tour Around Groundbreaking
Innovations in Sustainability

On the second day of the conference, 
participants ventured on fi eld 

tours to explore fi rsthand several of the 
nation’s progressive business-led social 
and sustainability projects.

On a tour of a 
desalination facility in 
Ashdod operated by 
Mekorot (Israel’s 
national water compa-
ny), delegates learned 
of ultrafi ltration, the 
reverse osmosis tech-
nique used to convert 
seawater and other 
desalination technolo-
gies. These techniques 
have enabled Israel to overcome a severe 
shortage of drinking water. 

In his opening remarks to the 
conference, Israeli Minister of Strategic 
Affairs and Public Security, Gilad Erdan, 
a co-sponsor of the event, together with 
around 20 global and Israeli companies, 
quoted the former British Prime 
Minister, Winston Churchill, saying, 
“The price of greatness is responsibility.” 

He noted that, in many ways, the 
international business community is 
today the world’s leading community,
 with responsibility for the triple bottom 
line: People, Planet and Profi t. In Israel, 
he suggested, the business community 
can contribute to a fourth “P”—Peace—

The organization now works with 
companies in various countries and 
regions with similar climates, including 
Cyprus, California, India and Uganda, 
assisting them with effective water 
recycling practices and desalination 
technologies.

Netafi m, pioneer of drip and 
micro-irrigation, is another Israeli 
enterprise addressing water issues that 
started by providing innovative solutions 
for domestic needs. The company’s 
advanced products and practices for 
agricultural irrigation and crop manage-
ment, landscape water management and 

mining applications, for 
example, are now used 
worldwide.

On the tour of 
Israel’s southern city 
of Ashdod, conference 
attendees visited The 
Kitchen, a FoodTech 
Hub initiated by Strauss 
Group, developed in 
collaboration with the 
Israeli Chief Scientist. 

The Kitchen is an incubator that 
makes investments in early-stage, 

by paving the way toward overcoming 
distrust, increasing understanding and 
bringing people together.

The reference to Israel’s geopolitical 
situation was echoed by Ulrika 
Hasselgren, Global Head of Responsi-
ble Investment Strategy and ESG Inte-
gration at ISS. Since Israel is located 
in a complex region with regard to ESG 
factors, she stated that the best way
for global CSR consulting fi rms to lead 
is to maintain a sustained and open 
dialog with Israeli companies, and to 
come to Israel in order to meet these 
companies face-to-face.

The Price of Greatness Is Responsibility

   be strengthened via the supply chain; 
and how companies can further diversify 
their workforce.

Conference organizers did not 
simply offer presentations and talks; 
participants were also able to experience 
social innovation in the making through 
numerous fi eld tours held on Day 2, 
conducted in cooperation with Maala 
and the TEVET Employment Initiative, 
a joint venture between JDC and the 
Israeli government. 

pioneering technological initiatives that 
address global food challenges.

On a tour of Hadera Paper, partici-
pants were introduced to “the world’s most 
environmentally recycled paper.” This in-
novative 100 percent recycled product not 
only addresses the sustainability challenges 
of paper production, but also dramatically 
reduces the substantial environmental foot-
print of paper recycling by eliminating some 
of its wasteful and harmful processes.

The next phase of Israeli innovation in 
sustainability is emerging in the building 
and construction sector. Shikun & Binui 
is fostering an innovation community to 
participate in the planning and building of 
infrastructure for future cities through its 
BuildUp project.

Israel’s sustainable innovations were 
designed fi rst and foremost to meet the 
challenges of a modern Western democ-
racy located in the Middle East, and they 
have gone on to make a major impact 
around the world. These innovations are 
helping both developed and developing 
countries meet the U.N.’s Sustainable 
Development Goals to end poverty, 
protect the planet and promote 
prosperity for all.

“Innovations 
are helping 

both developed 
and developing 

countries”
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How Do You See Social Innovation?

Ulrika Hasselgren, Global Head of 
Responsible Investment Strategy 
and ESG Integration at ISS, said that 
the best way for global CSR consult-
ing fi rms to help Israel’s complex 
geopolitical situation is to maintain 
a sustained and open dialog with its 
companies.

Hasselgren’s message to CSR 
specialists was clear: Come to Israel 
and meet its business community 
face-to-face.

Peder Michael Pruzan-Jorgensen, 
Senior Vice President at BSR for 
Europe, the Middle East and Africa, 
said it is becoming increasingly 
apparent that socioeconomic issues 
in Europe and the U.S. require the 
attention of the CSR community. 

Leading companies in consumer, 
fi nancial services, transportation, 
healthcare and energy sectors all 
have a role to play.

Professor David Grayson, Direc-
tor at the new Doughty Centre for 
Corporate Responsibility at Cranfi eld 
University, said that one of the most 
urgent CSR issues that has been 
identifi ed in the U.K. are the often 
hidden, struggling population known 
as JAMs—people who are “just 
about managing.” He said respon-
sible businesses must fi nd ways to 
address this issue to maintain high 
standards of living.

Israeli CSR activity is characterized by 
a strong focus on societal challenges.
These inititaives became a central 
feature of Day 2 at The Israeli CSR 
Experience International Conference.

Maala, Israel’s leading CSR organiza-
tion and the conference organizer, noted 
that the country’s size allowed for faster 
impact and greater visibility of change, 
making Israel a good learning ground for 
international corporations.

Israel’s great challenge with regard 
to inclusion is related to the minority 
populations that are an integral part 
of its social texture, such as Israeli 
Arabs (Muslims and Christians), Haredi 
(ultra-orthodox Jews), Druze, Bedouin, 
Circassians, etc.—rather than migrant 
populations, which is the more common 
case around the world. 

Workforce diversity is key to these 
communities being truly integrated into 
the country’s social texture, and this 

understanding has generated collabora-
tions between branches of government 
and businesses in order to invest in 
several labor force and labor market 
programs. While there is not yet a report-
ing obligation with regard to diversity in 
Israel, the business sector is acting on 
this issue with a sense of urgency and a 
commitment to social solidarity.

Tours visited Ryan Centers in 
several cities, which offer employment 
guidance, vocational training and work 
placement services to Arab citizens. 
Tours also explored inclusion in practice 
at Amdocs, with the 180 employees at 
its Galilee hub in Nazareth representing 
the full cultural spectrum of Israel. 

Other destinations included 
Bank Hapoalim’s Learning and 
Development Center, which imple-
ments advanced integration programs, 
and the Dan Caesarea Hotel, part of 
the Dov Lautman Diversity in Business 

Award-winning Dan Hotels chain, 
which promotes a progressive policy of 
diverse hiring, including senior mana-
gerial positions, throughout its network.

Workplace diversity initiatives ex-
tend to people with disabilities, as was 
evident in visits to the written commu-
nications department at the Meitav 
Dash investment house, comprised of 
six hearing-impaired or deaf employees.

In a visit to a chocolate and sweets 
factory in Nazareth Illit, participants 
learned about Strauss Group’s pioneer-
ing strategic plan to address the 
socioeconomic needs of employees 
coping with the cost of living, and help 
reduce social disparities.

Taking pride in the success of 
diversity projects thus far, conference 
organizers commended this example, il-
luminating the next stage—and the next 
great challenge—of social responsibility 
projects in Israel: improving the social 
mobility of low-wage employees.

Key Messages from the Conference
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