
Local Museums in Israel  

An anchor to the community for building identity and preserving cultural heritage. 

ICOM EUROPE conference dealing with the important issue of the role of local and regional museums in the building 

of a people's Europe.  November 13-14, 2017 Bologna, Italy. 

Dorit Wolenitz, Director of the Man and the Living World Museum, Israel and ICOM EUROPE, Board 

member.  

One of our leaders in the past Yigal Allon, said: 

"A Nation who does not respect its past, its present is dull - and its future uncertain."  

Before I go on elaborating about this quote, I would like to give you an introduction about:  

Museums in Israel and the Ministry of Culture.  

 In 1983 the Parliament of Israel – The Knesset - has passed the Museums' Law. The law and its regulations 

define the standards for museum to become accredited. The law defines the duties of the museums, but 

does not define the financial support for museums. On the other hand, the law leaves freedom of action in 

matters of museum management.  

(*) Employ professional workers;  

(*) Preserve the collections and ensure that they are properly held and presented to the public;  

(*) To keep a record, photograph and description of the collections;  

(*) To provide the public with information about exhibits in the Museum;  

(*) Publish catalogs and other publications;  

(*) To conduct educational and cultural activities at the Museum as well as the conditions for such activity; 

(*) To comply with provisions regarding security and safety;  

(*) Submit an annual report on the museum's activities;   

(*) Professional training of employees and ethics rules; 

Restrictions on the museum's management regarding - 

(*) The sale of items, exporting of items, exchange of exhibits, destruction or the removal; 

(*) Commercial activity and advertising within the walls of the Museum, directly or indirectly; 

 (*) Payment of entrance fees, discounts and exemptions. 

The law also determines that a Museums' Council of 21 members is to be elected. The role of the Council 

is to advise the Minister of Culture on: 

*the regulations of the law  

*the accreditation process  

* to examine the quality and ethics of museums conducts  

* and on the funding distribution policy based on measurable criteria    that aim to reach justified and 



transparent distribution.  

There are 56 accredited museums in Israel by the museum's law. Therefore they are funded partly by the 

government. They are divided into 4 groups: 

Group A – National museum (1 museum, Israel Museum) 

Group B – Regional (9 museums) 

Group C – Local (medium size, 11 museums) 

Group D – Local (small size, 35 museums)  

Each of the groups has different scale of standards. 

None of these museums is owned by the state, most of them are NGO mostly owned by municipalities. 

There are also about 70 museums that are not accredited and about 100 heritage sites.  The museums are 

spread all over Israel, an area of 22,000 km2. 

In 2015 there were 4.25 million visits to accredited museums in Israel. The population of Israel is 8.5  

million people. 

There are some museums which operate by separate laws:  

Yad Vashem, Jerusalem, a museum about Second World War, Jews and the holocaust;   

The museum of the Jewish people, The Diaspora Institute, Tel-Aviv;  

The Independence House museum, Tel-Aviv, where the state of Israel was declared;  

The Knesset (The parliament of Israel) Museum, Jerusalem; 

Museums operated by the Ministry of Defense, spread all over the country. 

Money makes the world go round….  

The current culture budget in Israel is about - 570 million NIS (138.5 million Euro), 

 0.4% of the State budget. 

 The museums cut in the culture budget is about - 53 million NIS (13 million Euro). 

  collection. natural national the and law antiquityThe state has holdings in the museums through the  

antiquities discovered randomly or in archaeological excavations  all the that states, law antiquity heT

belong by law to the National Treasury of Israel - over one million antiques all belong to periods before 

1,700 ac. 
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 publications. and study conservation, preservation, excavation, 

The Israel Antiquities Authority records, photographs, and documents the antiquities.  

They give professional help to museums, and borrow objects, to museums, to open gardens and 

institutions, in Israel and around the world, with the intent to bring the archeology to the public.  

 



And now back to the quote: 

"A Nation who does not respect its past, its present is dull - and its future uncertain." 

At early stages of Israel as a state about 1950, when immigrants arrived from around the world,  

the country's leadership adopted the concept of a "melting pot" - creating a new Israeli – the "Sabra". 

The first prime minister - David Ben-Gurion explained the "melting pot" concept -  

as teaching new immigrants the heritage and culture of the young state of Israel.  

However, throughout the years, as a result of historical, demographic, political and social changes, and 

sociological research which indicated a personal identity problems especially in the young generation and 

disconnections between generations, a new approach of multi-cultural rose, to adopt flexible and diverse 

concepts of "who is an Israeli". 

The state of Israel support and assist various groups to keep, their unique culture and assign them the 

means and conditions to do so. Ethnic groups such as: Bedouin, Druze, Circassian and others, as well as 

members of other religions such as Muslims and Christians have their own museums or heritage centers. 

They collect objects, photos, documents, music, etc., but most importantly, they collect evidence and 

knowledge from the elders.  

Most of these museums started as the result of a local initiative of one person or a group of people 

that began gathering items and information from members of the community. They also located suitable 

building, sometimes the old house of their family and were able to raise the funds. These places have an 

important social role for the elders to teach the young, traditional music, dance, stories, crafts and food. 

 

� Some examples  of the Jewish ethnic museums are: 

� Memorial museum of Hungarian speaking Jewry, Tzefat 

  Yehuda-, Or Heritage centerThe Babylonian Jewry  

Cochin Jewish Heritage Center, Moshav Nevatim    

Museum of Italian Jewish Art, Jerusalem 

Some examples of museums of other ethnic groups, and religions are: 

The Museum of Bedouin Culture, Lahav forest       
The Museum of Circassia Heritage, Kfar  Kama     

The Museum for Islamic Art, Jerusalem 
 The Franciscan museum, Jerusalem 
  
The role of museums as mediators of cultural, social and religious diversity is something that almost 

every country is dealing with one way or another. Looking at the future to come, in every process of 

globalization, we should pay attention to the starting point and to the process itself.  Creating new 

identities not by forgetting and leaving the previous ones, but rather by growing from and within, 

towards a new one. 



Not all the museums that I showed are accredited. Some of them are very small and find it difficult to 

meet the law requirements. Also in many small towns, kibuzim and moshavim which are an agricultural 

villages, rose the need to commemorate the first settlers (from the end of the 19th century) and they 

established heritage centers.   

The government and the ministry of culture support museums through some other governmental 

bodies and organizations. 

The Council for Conservation of Heritage Sites in Israel was established in 1984.  

The trigger was the destruction of historic buildings and sites that were up to that time without any 

protection, since the Antiquities Law applies only to buildings and sites built before 1700.  

The council goals are:  

*preventing the destruction of buildings and sites of some historical value and preserving them 

*arising public and professional awareness of conservation values   

*and education.  

The Council holds and operates 9 sites and oversees over 150 Heritage sites and museums located mostly 

in historical buildings. Their power is in the way they involve the community. Everyone over 18 years old 

can become a member and take part in heritage preservation activities, and in a variety of unique 

educational programs. 

Recently the Council for Conservation of Heritage Sites in Israel has begun a project Initiated by the 

Minister of Culture and Sport Miri Regev, and supported by the Israeli government, to advance a multi-year 

project of building municipal museums or heritage sites, which will be dedicated to the residents of the 

peripheral development towns, which was established in the 50ths and the 60ths of the twentieth century 

and their vital contribution to the State of Israel. A story that so far has been absent from the state ethos.  

The council will work together with the local authority and the local community members.  

Four towns have been chosen for the first stage. The unique local characteristics will be emphasized in 

each museum. The starting point for the displays will be the early years. Then, the development of the 

towns over the years through to the present day will be described. Some of the goals are: 

To deepen and enhance the identity and sense of belonging of the local community, reinforce a local sense 

of pride of place. To become an education  and culture center for and community-building activities.  

To serve as a vector for building the town’s image.  

The government of Israel has decided on a six years project with a budget of 600 million NIS (145 million 

Euro), to promote and preserve the National Heritage. The project aims to strengthen the National 

Heritage to different target audiences in the community. The project deals with tangible and intangible 

heritage.  



One of the programs included in the project is The Museum Portal which uploads to the web the main 

collections of museums in Israel.  www.museumsinisrael.gov.il/en. 

 

It is obvious that museums in order to survive and justify their existence must become relevant and 

meaningful to their community. One more way to do so is to become a cultural center for the community. 

Museums started to offer their visitors a variety of cultural events such as concerts, plays, lectures, movies 

etc. The need of museums to be relevant has increased the importance  to be a space which provides a 

platform for engaging issues of  identity, community, learning, change and pluralism, 

 through exhibitions and educational activities.  

  

 

http://www.museumsinisrael.gov.il/en

