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Abstract

The critical spotlight on the functioning of the Israeli public sector
since the outbreak of the Iron Swords War has focused public
attention on the need to improve services provided to Israeli citizens
on “the day after the war.” However, the civil service crisis did not
begin in October 2023; it is the result of complex systemic challenges
that have been discussed extensively as part of the attempted reforms
since the establishment of the State of Israel. This study focuses on
analyzing government decisions and six reforms in the public sector
over the past 35 years. Our analysis of the government decisions and
the recommendations of public committees highlights the successes
and failures in implementation and identifies the common features
and the main obstacles to change in the civil service. We seek to
understand the reasons behind the inadequate implementation of

the reforms and to consider what can be done to improve the system.
The study examined several levels of reforms:

Government resolutions: We analyzed 261 government resolutions
adopted between 1989 and 2023 that addressed one or more of
the components of public reforms: normative and values-based
arrangements, structure and powers of government ministries,
coordination and integration mechanisms, human capital, and

bureaucratic mechanisms and processes. Although 43% of the
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government decisions concerning civil service reforms over the past
35 years have focused on structure and powers, most of these were
not intended to achieve real improvement and change in order to
solve structural problems. Rather, they stemmed from the Israeli
political tradition, in which forming a coalition involves dismantling
and rearranging the government ministries and transferring
responsibilities between them as part of coalition agreements and
the division of political spoils. Another major topic of the government
decisions was human capital (27%). The resolutions in this area

focused on increasing employment diversity.

Many of the decisions did not include supporting mechanisms
for implementation or oversight, target dates, or budgets for
implementation. This is a real barrier to promoting public sector
reforms, and it sometimes relegates government decisions to dead

letters that do not lead to change and implementation.

Public reform committees: We analyzed in depth six committees
that have discussed public sector reforms and examined the extent
to which their recommendations were implemented. The first four
committees dealt with horizontal reforms; the last two focused on the

central administrative ministries in the civil service:

e The professional public committee for a comprehensive review of
the civil service and bodies supported by the state budget, headed by
Haim Kubersky in 1989 (Kubersky Committee)

e The committee for socioeconomic change, headed by Prof. Manuel
Trajtenberg in 2011 (Trajtenberg Committee)

e The reform committee to improve human capital management
mechanisms in the civil service, headed by Moshe Dayan in 2013
(Dayan Committee)

e The committee charged with improving the administrative work

and performance capabilities of government ministries, headed by
Harel Locker in 2013 (Locker Committee)
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e The committee to assess the structure of the Prime Minister’s
Office, headed by Yossi Kucik in 2012 (the first Kucik Committee)

e The committee to examine the powers of the management of the
Finance Ministry, headed by Yossi Kucik in 2018 (the second Kucik

Committee)

On average, only about a third of the committee recommendations
were implemented in full. Many of the recommendations that were
not implemented concerned the following areas: strategic and
long-term planning; decentralization and delegation of powers;
strengthening the ethos of the civil service; management and
assessment of performance; broadening of the authority of the
administrative echelon. Like the government decisions, most of the
committee recommendations lacked oversight mechanisms, target
dates, and estimated or dedicated budgets. Without a clear definition
of who oversees the success of a reform, the recommendations are
left hanging. This fact highlights the need for accountability, both
from the committee members—in determining who is to be in charge
of oversight and control—and from those responsible for performing

these functions.

Other major obstacles to implementation

The study examined the obstacles on three levels: On the explicit level
of the system, we found that a conservative organizational culture
and lack of follow-up and oversight mechanisms for implementation
of recommendations were the major barriers to implementation. On
the semi-explicit level, insufficient public attention to public sector
reforms leads elected officials to address other issues, which are
perceived as less “gray” and have immediate results. The findings also
indicate that insufficient attention has been paid to breaking down

resistance within the system and to involving diverse participants. The

\
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main reasons for this resistance were failure to incentivize managers
in the civil service to make changes and a deterioration of relations
between the elected echelon and the professional echelon in recent
years. Moreover, the absence of mechanisms for resolving disputes
and “turf wars” between ministries and units emerged as factors
contributing to the rejection and weakening of reforms. These factors
are also responsible for widening the gap between authority (central
ministries like the Prime Minister’s Office and the Ministry of Finance)
and responsibility (the professional ministries that are tasked with the

actual work).

On the implicit level of the system, we found that the erosion of
the principle of Mamlakhtiyut and the ethos of civil servants has
influenced mental models and impaired the willingness to implement
reforms. The rise of the narrative that argues that the state does not
know how to effectively execute its functions has led civil servants to
doubt the government’s ability to run things and to assimilate and
lead substantial changes. This narrative makes it difficult to retain
high-caliber workers, reduces motivation to change, and leads to a lack
of aspiration for excellence, “cutting corners”, a decline in the services
provided to citizens, and the spread of an organizational culture of

evading responsibility.

In conclusion, knowledge of what needs to be done in order to
improve the situation already exists in countless reports and studies.
Accordingly, we recommend that from now on, reforms should focus
on the “how” of implementing and assimilating the reforms instead of
repeating the “what.” Focusing on the challenges of implementation
requiresastructural systemicchangeintheconservative organizational
culture, including the creation of oversight and control mechanisms,
increased accountability, and the rebuilding of the ethos of the Israeli
public sector as an independent, professional, innovative service that

is committed to the public interest and works on behalf of citizens.
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