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I appreciate this opportunity to brief you all on an issue that I believe is important for the 
Jewish people and for the State of Israel: securing rights for Jews displaced from Arab 
countries. I do so with full appreciation and respect for Mr. Serge Verdugo, who is 
representing the Jewish community in Morocco, and Flo Kaufman and others, Mr. 
Cukierman and some others who have the leadership in Europe and elsewhere. 

It is no accident that when you hear the term “refugees” in the context of the Middle East, 
you immediately think of the Palestinians. For, indeed, it was a well orchestrated campaign 
to ensure that at every international gathering – in the United Nations or elsewhere – 
Palestinian refugees is the sole issue on the agenda, drawing the attention of government 
representatives, the media and the public. 

And as we hear astonishing figures – 4 million plus Palestinian refugees – it is important to 
know the facts.

This is a document we secured from the United Nations High Commission for Refugees. 
Third column down is the UN estimate of Palestinians, who became refugees in 1948 – 
726 000 Palestinians. Period. That is the UN number of Palestinians – refugees at the time 
of founding of the State of Israel. Here is a chart of what we call Jews ultimately left or 
displaced or fled or left voluntarily from Jews in Arab countries. In 1948, they were roughly 
856 000 Jews in some terrain Arab countries. You will notice – 1948, 1957, 1967, 1976, 
every time there was a war, every time there was a conflict between Israel and its Arab 
neighbors, the number of Jews in Arab countries dropped precipitately, today there are 
some 850 000 Jews displaced from Arab countries. 

Now, this is true, particularly in the 20th century, that the treatment of Jews by leaders and 
Muslim population varied from country to country. In some countries Jews were forbidden 
to leave, like Syria – they were held like virtual hostages. In other countries Jews were 
expelled, like Egypt, by government decrees. In some countries they were formally 
displaced by mass – like in Iraq. And in some countries Jews were left in relative peace 
under the protection of Muslim rulers, particularly in countries like Morocco, Tunisia. In 
certain periods of history Jews and Muslims were a model of co-existence, Jews and 
Arabs could live together. 

However, the results are clear from the figures. Where did these Jews go? About two 
thirds of them, about 650 000, went to Israel, the rest to France, Britain, Australia, Canada, 
the United States and elsewhere. 

It is clear that the entire 1948 even the New York Times recognized the Jews were in great 
danger in all Muslim countries. However, unknown at that time was the extend of the threat 
the Jews were in Arab countries, what professor Irvin Cotler called the “criminal 
conspiracy” of the Arab League. 

This is a document which was originally uncovered by the World Jewish Congress, when it 
exposed and affixed to a January 1948 memo to ECOSOC. The text of a draft law, 
prepared by the political committee of the Arab League when they met in Beirut before the 
founding of the State of Israel, discussing a strategy as to how Arab countries would use 
their Jewish populations as political weapons in their struggle against the establishment of 
the State of Israel. This draft law, seven points, again presented to the UN by the WJC, 



among other measures called for: Jewish bank account to be taken, seized, the money of 
which to be sent to Palestine and given to the Arabs to buy weapons to fight against, what 
was called, Zionist aspirations in Palestine. Two: Jews were required to declare that they 
were quote anti-Zionist. If they were to declare that they were anti-Zionist, then their sons 
were to be inducted into the Arab armies with the possibility to be sent to Palestine to fight 
alongside with six Arab armies against the Jews that were trying to establish the State of 
Israel. 

As we examine this case, it is essential to underscore that there is no parallel, there is no 
comparable history, there is no comparable geography nor demography that would allow 
any just comparison between the Palestinian refugees and Jewish refugees. Palestinians 
were in a war zone; Jews were not in a war zone, when they were displaced. Jews were 
citizens, born, native to the country, which they left; Palestinians were never citizens of the 
State of Israel. The list of differences is extensive, however, and also there is a 
fundamental distinction that must be made between those two cases, which we must 
underscore at every single opportunity, namely: that the State of Israel, newly established, 
even though under attack from six Arab armies, with scant resources, opened its doors to 
over 650,000 Jews, fleeing from Arab countries, granted them citizenship and tried, as 
best as it could, under very difficult circumstances, to absorb them in the Israeli society. 

By contrast, the Arab world, with the sole exception of Jordan, turned their backs on 
displaced Palestinians, sequestered them in refugee camps to be used as a political 
weapon against the State of Israel for these 55 to 65 years. So there is no symmetry, there 
is no correlation between the plate, such as it was, of the Palestinian refugees and those 
of Jews displaced from Arab countries. However, I would suggest that there is one 
important factor that applies to both former Jews from Arab countries and Palestinian 
refugees: the moral imperative to ensure that the rights and claims of all bona-fide 
refugees are fully acknowledged, respected and addressed in whatever resolution of the 
Israeli-Arab conflict. 

The question is: Were the Jews displaced from Arab countries refugees? Well, when we 
first went to the State Department, that’s the first question they asked us: What makes you 
think they were refugees? They went to Israel, they were absorbed in other countries, they 
were not refugees. It is true that the narrative that the Jews came to Israel to fulfill Zionist 
aspirations to build a life in the Jewish homeland. But that does not negate the fact that the 
Jews were considered bona-fide refugees under international law, by the international 
community.

On two separate occasions the High Commission on Refugees declared that the Jews, 
leaving Arab countries, were indeed refugees under international law, subject to the full 
protection of the international community. The first time in 1957 with respect to Jews 
leaving Egypt, and the second time in 1967 with respect to Jews leaving countries in all 
North Africa. 

So there is a strong, clear, definitive statement by the international community, 
notwithstanding the Zionist narrative, that those Jews fleeing Arab countries were indeed 
bona-fide refugees, subject to the full protection and rights extent today and, by the way, 
there is no statute of limitations of the rights of refugees. If they had bank accounts, if they 
had pensions, over time you do not lose rights to those assets. Therefore, Jewish refugees 
still have rights today under the international law. And there is a strong legal basis to 
assert rights for Jewish refugees from Arab countries.



Everyone has heard of Resolution 242. It calls for a “just solution of the refugee problem”. 
It does not say Arab refugee problem. Does not say Palestinian refugee problem. Says 
“THE refugee problem”. 

Unbeknown to many – and the Palestinians assert this – Resolution 242 as the basis for 
negotiation, as the basis of the rights of Palestinian refugees under international law – is 
that on 16 November 1967 the United Kingdom submitted this Resolution 242, the first 
draft, which called for just solution of the refugee problem. That same day the Soviet Union 
submitted a second resolution 242 that called for “a just solution of the Palestinian refugee 
problem”. Two refugee resolutions on the table. The United Nations took a vote, they 
adopted the UK resolution, they refused to adopt the Soviet resolution, thus the 
international community’s intention were not to restrict the just solution of a refugee 
problem to the Palestinians. 

In fact, this interpretation is confirmed by the memoirs about Lord Caradon from Britain 
and Arthur Goldberg, both of whom were the co-sponsors of 242, both of whom wrote in 
their memoirs that in fact 242 was left generic, because indeed there were Jewish 
refugees and they had rights as well. 

Every international multilateral agreement relates to both Jews and Palestinians. The 
Madrid Conference – everyone heard about multilateral working group on refugees. 
Palestinians continue asserting even today that it refers to them. James Baker, 1992, in 
Moscow when he first annunciated  that the mandate of the multilateral working group on 
refugees stated, quote, “this refugee group will consider practical ways of improving the life 
of the people throughout the region, who have been displaced from their homes. Not 
Palestinians – ALL people displaced from their homes. 

The roadmap is still cited today by the EU and by others as the benchmark from which we 
now will move forward towards a peace process. Phase Three of the roadmap says that 
there must be “an agreed, just, fair and realistic solution to the refugee issue”. Does not 
say Palestinian refugee issue. 

Every single reference to the refugee issue in the multilateral affairs and even in the 
bilateral Israeli agreements – the Israeli-Egyptian peace treaty, the Israeli-Jordanian peace 
treaty, even every single agreement between Israel and the Palestinian Authority – talks 
about the refugees. No specific reference only to Palestinians. I have material in the 
folders that gives you a greater detail some of these legal bases on the rights of the 
Jewish refugees. 

Moreover political recognition is a cure to the rights of the Jewish refugees. After the first 
Camp David Jimmy Carter, not quite known as a friend of Israel, made a statement that 
there are Jewish refugees and obviously they have rights, too. President Clinton’s famous 
statement after Camp David II about the rights of Jewish refugees. And most recently 
Canadian Prime Minister Paul Martin declared his support for recognition of the rights of 
Jewish refugees. 

So in reality and under international law, there were two populations of refugees. Yet there 
was a fundamental inequality in the treatment of the United Nations and its agencies to 
these two populations of refugees.

There have been 1063 resolutions on the Middle East since 1948 – I know, because I 
have gone through every single one of them. Of these 1063 resolutions, 167 deal only and 



specifically with the Palestinian refugees. There is no one resolution, or even a reference 
in one of those resolutions, to rights of Jews, displaced from the Arab countries. Thirteen 
agencies were either mandated or created specifically to provide services and to provide 
protection and relief to Palestinian refugees. One agency was mandated to deal with 
Jewish refugee – this was the UN High Commission on Refugees. 

They did not deal with protection, they did not deal with re-settlement, they only dealt with 
trying to recoup assets, which is one of their mandates. And, unfortunately, they did not do 
a very good job on that. However, we cannot say that anybody else, except for UNHCR, 
had as a mandate Jewish refugees from the Arab countries. 

The budget for UNWRA is a half of billion dollars per year. Since 1948 there have been 
tens of billions of dollars spent by the international community to maintain and sustain 
Palestinian refugees in refugee camps. I would have loved to find out that there was never 
any money spent on Jewish refugees, but I found out that that is not true. I found out that 
in 1957 the High Commission on Refugees took 35 000 dollars out of its personal account, 
this personal Refugee High Commissioner account, to provide for Jews fleeing from Egypt. 
But there were two provisos to the allocation of those funds – number one: it had to be 
secret. He did not want anybody to know, it was not reported in the records. I found this in 
his personal correspondence to the JDC, the Joint, as a matter of fact. 

Number two: he eventually turned around and said it was a loan and in fact the Joint did 
pay it back. So in fact there were no funds from the international community given to the 
Jewish refugees. And the comparison goes further. 

Once again the comparisons between Jewish refugees and Palestinian refugees are stark. 
UNWRA with the mandate to provide service today to, what they quote, over 4.6 million 
refugees, has 24 000 employees. The UNHCR – the High Commission for Refugees – 
with 32 million displaced people that they deal with, has only 6 000 people under its 
employ. Four times as many people hired by UNWRA than the entire UN High Commission 
in structure!

The budget for UNWRA is half a billion dollars to serve Palestinian refugees in three 
countries. And the budget for 110 countries, serviced by UNHCR, is only 1.3 billion. The 
comparison is remarkable, startling and obviously unjust. 

This fundamental inequity and to redress this historical injustice is what led to the creation 
of “Justice for Jews from the Arab countries”. In 2002, Justice for Jews from the Arab 
countries (JJAC) was formed by the Conference of Presidents, the World Jewish 
Congress, the American Sephardic Federation, and the World Organization of Jews from 
Arab Countries. Today, we work in partnership with the American Jewish Committee, 
American Jewish Congress, JCBA, the World Sephardic Congress – a venerable alphabet 
soup of the Jewish world. 

Seventy-seven organizations, many of whom are represented around this table, have at 
some point or other participated in the programs of JJAC. Perhaps our most significant 
accomplishment was the adoption in April 2008 by the United States Congress of 
Resolution 185, which granted the first-ever recognition of Jewish refugees from the Arab 
countries. 

This now requires US diplomats in all Middle East negotiations to refer to a quote of what 
the resolution calls “multiple population of refugees” with a specific injunction that hands 



forth any specific reference and “any specific reference to the Palestinian refugees must 
be matched by an explicit reference to Jewish refugees”. That is now part of the United 
States negotiating position. 

It was until the recent election of President Obama. I am not sure about the language he 
uses at this time, but I am not sure it reflects the spirit of what Congress presented to him. 
However, our mandate is to follow that lead. Any explicit reference to Palestinians should 
be followed by explicit reference to Jewish refugees. Because in fact there are two 
populations of refugees and for the peace to be durable both have to be addressed, both 
have to be on the table. 

JJAC has participated in testifying before the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva, we 
had formal hearings in the British House of Lords, at the European Parliament in Brussels, 
in the Italian Parliament in Rome, we have made representations to Ministers and 
members of Congresses and Parliaments in Canada, Belgium, France and through our 
partners in Russia and in the European Commission. Much has been done, but much 
more remains to be done. 

That is why we hope the World Jewish Congress will adopt this issue as a matter of 
priority, related to its Israel advocacy work. And JJAC has been working in full cooperation 
with every successive Israeli government since the ten year of Yitzhak Rabin as Prime 
Minister. 

Our mandate is to ensure that the justice for Jews from the Arab countries assumes its 
rightful place on the international political agenda and their rights are secured as a matter 
of law and equity. 

The Israeli Cabinet and the Knesset have adopted four specific resolutions, governing 
Israel’s position on promoting rights for Jewish refugees. We have talked about the de-
legitimization of Israel and that is why I believe that this issue is a very important weapon 
in our arsenal. 

By asserting rights – right now the Palestinians have virtual monopoly on the term “Middle 
East refugees” –for Jewish refugees, Israel can neutralize this exclusive monopoly the 
Palestinians have on this term – “Middle East refugees”. 

Number two: Israel always stays alone, condemned by the world for their alleged 
mistreatment of the Palestinian refugees. By asserting rights for Jews from Arab countries, 
Israel levels the playing field by holding accountable those Arab regimes for their ill 
treatment of Jews and their responsibility for the mass displacement of their Jewish 
populations. 

Number three: We hear claims by Ahmadinejad and others that Israel is called a bastard 
state, made up by white Europeans, parachuted in from Europe, creating the Jewish state 
as foreign to the region and that is the cause of the problem in the region. Let us make a 
case. The case is Jews have been living in the North Africa, Middle East and Gulf for 2,500 
years, 1,000 years before the advent of Islam. We are the indigenous people of the Middle 
East. And this is the narrative that must be returned to the table. 

Today, Israel is made of 45 percent of Jews from Arab countries or their descendants. And 
that clearly negates as illogical and unjust any Palestinian claim of the right of return. Now 
it is known that Prime Minister Bibi Netanyahu is in favor of raising this issue on the 



international arena. There have been some Israeli governments that were less favorable, 
some were more favorable. Let me state today that in our discussions with the Prime 
Minister’s Office and others they are clear that they want change now, they want to bring 
this issue to public attention, particularly in Europe. 

In fact Prime Minister Bibi Netanyahu in his 14 June response to Obama’s Cairo speech 
referred to “the hundreds of thousands of Jewish refugees, who left their homes and 
belongings in Arab countries”. The prime minister himself has made this case publicly. 
More so, last Sunday, before I wrote the report for the World Jewish Congress, the Israeli 
Cabinet adopted a resolution on how to move on this issue to the international agenda. 
They are establishing a public Advisory Committee. 

This is of the most comprehensive Cabinet resolutions I have ever seen on this subject. 
And they have mandated a very prominent former Cabinet minister to lead this public 
campaign and it will be on the front burner of the agenda of the Israeli government. 

I have a number of policy recommendations for WJC, but I will leave this to discussions 
period. Earlier people have said that they were depressed and how do we move forward. 
This issue allows us to be proactive. This issue empowers us to underscore on the basis 
of human rights law that the first injustice was the mass violations of the human rights of 
Jews in the vast majority of Arab countries. 

Today, we cannot allow a second injustice. And that would be for the international 
community to recognize rights for one victim population, while ignoring the rights of 
another victim population at the very same Arab-Israeli conflict. That is our mission, that is 
our mandate and I hope you will join us in it.


